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Abstract

The original intent of this study was an endeavor to learn from the experiences of youth
put at risk who created and engaged in a social justice-oriented civic engagement project that
speaks to the context of their lives. More specifically, the objective was to gain an understanding
about the qualitative meanings the youth ascribed to their experiences both inside and outside of
school; how they experienced resistance; and how a critical pedagogical approach to learning
and participating in a social justice-oriented civic engagement project impacted their learning
experience. However, as the study unfolded the circumstances were such that the study was
altered. This critical ethnography study explored the meanings student and staff participants
ascribed to their experiences at Griffith Educational Center and/or in the classroom through the
theoretical and ideological lens of resistance. In-depth semi-structured interviews, fieldnotes,
audio recorded classroom discussions, and participant observation techniques were used to
collect data. A grounded theory approach was adopted to collect and analyze the data, which lead
to the generation of a substantive emergent theory. The emergent theory was analyzed through
the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and bioecological model of human
development, and Spencer’s phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory.
Significant findings include (1) resistance when viewed through the lens of resilience provides a
valuable theoretical lens for understanding and thinking about the relationship between students
put at risk, schools and the broader society, and examining the behaviors (corrective problem
solving strategies) youth put at risk employ to resolve the stress and dissonance in their lives; (2)
the cumulative effects of one’s personal and cultural and historical experiences/events within
multiple contexts not only consciously and unconsciously shape one’s life, but can have a
detrimental and enduring impact on brain and cognitive development, social and emotional
development, and identity formation; (3) critical pedagogy and social justice approaches provide
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a space for students to critically examine their world from a position of agency and develop a
critical awareness of the cultural, social, political and economic influences that have
shaped/shape their situation in life; (4) education in America lacks opportunities that foster social
and engaged citizenship; (5) students resisted engaging in meaningful dialogue and activities
because of their lived reality.
Keywords: bioecological model of human development, critical ethnography, critical
pedagogy, chronosystem, civic engagement, ecological systems theory, exosystem, grounded
theory, macrosystem, mesosystem, microsystem, phenomenological variant of ecological
systems theory (PVEST), social justice education, resistance theory, resilience, youth put at risk
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Chapter 1: Rhetoric and Reality: Neoliberalism and the Undermining of U.S. Public
Education
The culture of public education in America is grounded in the neoliberal ideology of
governance by experts and elites, free mobility of capital, privatization, deregulation, and
competition; the systematic reform of America’s public education system into replicas of forprofit corporations has successfully failed our children (Harvey, 2005; Saltman, 2012).
According to Saltman (2012), corporate school reform is the very antithesis of success.
Corporate school reform has turned our children into commodities for investors and taken
advantage of a stalled economy through the pillage of public services. Thus, corporate school
reform has succeeded in furthering the gap between the already record levels of inequality in
wealth and income. Moreover, working class and poor students have merely become pawns,
pawns in the hands of multi-billion dollar industries in contracting, school management, test
publishing, and database tracking, as private schools and very wealthy districts are buffered from
the predatory tendencies of this market order. Drowning in the mandates of the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), educators in America today are held hostage by standardized
testing and accountability. Consequently, educators are forced to forgo engaging with their
students in critical dialog and projects that could foster a space for students to find their own
voices, develop trusting relationships, acquire a sense of belonging and feelings of connectedness
to their schools and communities, support their cognitive, social, and emotional well-being and
development, and provide an understanding about their role and responsibilities as citizens to
construct a more just society.
Background
The globalization of education, according to Spring (2009), revolves around the ongoing
“worldwide” discussions, processes, and institutions affecting local education practices and
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policies. Consequently, national school systems are impacted by events and happenings on a
global scale. Spring (2009) creates a vivid image of a global educational “superstructure” that
presides over and directly and indirectly influences education at the national level, a
“superstructure” comprised of global institutions that include the World Bank, Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OCED), the World Trade Organization (WTO) and its
General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS), and the United Nations (UN). It was during
the 1990s that the language of globalization entered government and business discourses in
America, as evidenced in 1996, when the National Governors Associations and chief executive
officers (CEOs) of major corporations formed the organization Achieve Inc. for the purpose of
school reform. They declared, “High school is now the front line in America’s battle to remain
competitive on the increasingly competitive economic stage” (as cited in Spring, 2009, p. 3).
Additionally, Achieve Inc. clearly revealed how politicians and business people viewed the
relationship between education and globalization by titling a publication, “America’s High
Schools: The Front Line in the Battle for our Economic Future” (as cited in Spring, 2009, p. 3),
hence cementing the discourse of education in a globalized economy.
As a result of the economic globalization federal policies and practices such as No Child
Left Behind (NCLB) and Race to the Top (RTTT), public education has come to reflect the
values and aspirations of those supporting the neoliberal agenda: values and aspirations that
advocate for for-profit corporations, marketability, privatization, competition, commodification,
and a Darwinistic individualism. Critics of the neoliberal ideology that plagues public education
describe it as deficient, demoralizing, fatalistic, punitive, and for-profit education better known
as corporate school reform (Giroux, 2004; Grande, 2008; Harvey, 2005; Hursh, 2007; Lipman,
2008; Noddings, 2005; Ravitch, 2010; Saltman, 2012). Moreover, as Giroux (2012) and Saltman
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(2012) point out, public education in America lacks a broader public commitment to the public
and civic missions/values of public schools that would encourage the public to see that schools
serve such functions as fostering a critical, formative culture. A critical, formative culture, as
envisioned by Giroux (2012), “Supports the notions of social and engaged citizenship, civic
courage, public values, dissent, democratic modes of government, and a genuine belief in
freedom, equality, and justice” (p. xi). For children already put at risk because of class,
race/ethnicity, demographic location, and/or gender, the current state of education in America
serves to exacerbate or (re) produce the social inequalities that exist, limiting some children’s
possibilities to realize their fullest potential and achieve social mobility (Ainsworth, 2002;
Cannella, 2008; Hursh, 2007; Kearns, 2011; Lipman, 2011a; Ravitch, 2010; Su & Jagninski,
2013).
Statistics speak to the dire circumstances that exist for youth put at risk. In 2014, the
National Center for Children in Poverty (NCCP) reported that children under 18 years from lowincome and poor families represented 65% (46.8 million) of the total population of children in
America. Additionally, the percentage of children in low-income and poor families by
race/ethnicity indicates that Black, American Indian and Hispanic children are disproportionally
low-income and poor as compared to their White and Asian counterparts at 65 percent, 62
percent, 62 percent, 31 percent, and 30 percent, respectively (Yang, Ekono, & Skinner, 2016). As
of 2005, 51% (8.9 million) of the children living in urban areas were from low-income families.
Disproportionately, vulnerable children living in urban areas experience lack of material
resources, and this has negative social, emotional, and developmental consequences throughout
their lives (Koball, Douglas-Hall, & Chau, 2005).
According to the NCCP (2007), low-income children and youth of color and their
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families disproportionately experience trauma as compared to their peers. For children and youth
exposed to trauma, the consequences can have devastating effects such as health problems,
difficulties with learning and academics, ongoing behavior- and mood-related problems,
impaired relationships, and poor social and emotional competence. Furthermore, the younger a
child is when they experience trauma, the more vulnerable children are to its effect on brain
development. The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES 2013) reported that by the end
of 2012, 18.4 percent of high school dropouts (students not enrolled in school and who have not
earned a high school credential) come from families whose incomes fall in the lowest and middle
low quartiles; whereas only 12.8 percent of high school dropouts come from families whose
incomes fall in the middle high to highest quartile, among youth age 16–24. Overall, 30.4
percent more students from low-income families dropped out as compared to students from
higher income families. The percentage of high school dropouts by race/ethnicity reveals that
Black and Hispanic students dropped out about two to three times more than their White
counterparts.
Statement of the Problem
As evidenced by both the literature and statistics, several problems with public education
in America today become clear. First, public education in America lacks a pedagogical approach
that fosters youth voice, public and civic missions/values, develops a sense of positive esteem,
and, ultimately, contributes to agency. Second, public education is not geared to foster the
cognitive, social, and emotional well-being and development of the child. Third, public
education is not providing approaches to education that foster social justice and democracy.
Fourth, public education has not been successful in altering the life trajectory for youth already
put at risk by class, race/ethnicity, demographic location, and/or gender, despite the public
rhetoric around and stated intent of education reforms like NCLB and RTTT.
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Purpose, Justification, and Significance of the Study
The purpose of this study was twofold: First, to create an educative experience with
adolescent students and their teacher that supports the students’ cognitive, social and emotional
development. Second, to learn from the students the meanings they ascribe to their experiences
in the classroom and as part of a social justice-oriented civic engagement project. From the
outset, the main objectives for this research have been to create an educational environment and
experience that can contribute to adolescent cognitive, social, and emotional well-being and
development and reflect the context of their lives, especially for youth put at risk. Critical to this
discussion is the role schooling could/should play in contributing to a more democratic and just
society, thus adding another objective to this study. To achieve this end, research objectives
needed to address what educational philosophy(ies) and approach(es) to learning could best
support these objectives, as well as my personal beliefs. A critical pedagogy approach to
teaching and learning, viewed through the lens of resistance, that integrated a social justiceoriented civic engagement project was used to achieve the twofold purpose of this study.
The justification for this study is grounded in the statistical reality for youth already put
at risk by class, race/ethnicity, demographic location, and/or gender; the failure of corporate
school reform; the disregard of NCLB to address the fundamental questions that drive education;
and the literature on resistance theory, critical pedagogy, education for social justice, and
service-oriented approaches to learning. Therefore, the significance of this study lay within its
possibility; the possibility of creating an educational environment and experience that fosters a
space for students to find their own voices, develop trusting relationships, acquire a sense of
belonging and feelings of connectedness to their schools and communities, support their
cognitive, social, and emotional wellbeing and development, provide an understanding about
their role and responsibilities as citizens, and contribute to a more just society. To that end,
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merging critical pedagogy and social justice-oriented civic engagement, based in and linked to
curriculum and pedagogy in the classroom, could produce such effects.
Situating the Lives of American Adolescents Within the Contextual Literature
Education in America. Set against the backdrop of a globalized economic system that
promotes a neoliberal ideology, economic policies that undermine public goods, and federal
policies and practices such as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and Race to the Top (RTTT)
impose a crude market model on a public system at a time when corporate America itself has
abandoned this model (Harvey, 2005; Ravitch, 2010; Saltman, 2012). Saltman (2012) posits that
corporate school reform has purposefully undermined public schools to create new markets and
new commodities in our post-industrial society. What corporate school reformers have been
successful at is dramatically reframing the discourse about education in the academic, policy,
and public realms. Ravitch (2010) also acknowledges that treating schools like a business may
destroy public education in America. Similarly, Assessor (2011) suggests that standardized
testing is a central theme of the continued reorganization (demolition) of public education.
Critics’ predictions have come true, and even very locally. Saltman (2007, 2012) captures
the sentiments of critics of neoliberalism arguing that neoliberal ideals are embedded in the
language and logic of public education, thus, effectively turning kids into commodities and
schools into businesses for investors, with profit, marketability, and competition as the ultimate
goals. As neoliberalism continues to dominate the language and logic of public education,
schools as a crucial public sphere in a democratic society that fosters individual and collective
responsibility are diminishing. Rather, schools have shifted to the private sphere where public
goods and services are private, and the individual is held accountable for the well-being of the
individual and society. Local and state consequences of neoliberal corporate school reform have
recently been detailed by the Detroit Free Press in a weeklong exposé of a yearlong
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investigation of Michigan’s charter schools. What they uncovered is unnerving and exposes
corporate school reform for what it really is, a failure, lining the pockets of the few, at the
expense of the children (Dixon, 2014). Based on their investigation, the Detroit Free Press found
wasteful spending, conflicts of interest, poorly performing schools and a failure to close the
worst of the worst. The Detroit Free Press highlights the following findings: charter schools
spend $1 billion per year in state taxpayer money, often with little transparency; some charter
schools are innovative and have excellent academic outcomes however those that don’t are
allowed to stay open year after year; a majority of the worst-ranked charter schools in Michigan
have been open 10 years or more; charter schools as a whole fare no better than traditional
schools in educating students in poverty; Michigan has substantially more for-profit companies
running schools than any other state; some charter school board members were forced out after
demanding financial details from management companies; and state law does not prevent insider
dealing and self-enrichment by those who operate schools (Dixon, 2014).
As the federal government continues to hold the public education system accountable
through higher standards and testing, it seems appropriate to suggest that educators and students
alike will be relegated to its confines, confines that ignore the realities of the “real world” such as
poverty, segregation, the history of racism, and culture. Just as detrimental to educators, students,
and the future of our society are the confines NCLB mandates have placed on pedagogy. It also
seems appropriate to suggest that public schools have been hamstrung through hyper-regulation
driven by standardized testing linked to needed funds. Instead of developing an engaging,
trusting, creative, and educative environment, teachers are forced to teach students to pass
standardized tests (Hursh, 2007). In other words, teachers have no choice but to align their
curriculum to meet the goals of NCLB (Ravitch, 2010). In order to meet objectives and
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performance targets efficiently and effectively, testing has become the driving mechanism
behind curriculum and instruction (Lipman, 2011b).
Poverty in America.
Blame vs. structural failings. The dominant ideology in America blames people in
poverty for their lot in life, that somehow poverty is a consequence of individual pathologies and
deficiencies, while ignoring the structural failings at the political, economic, and social levels
(Bauman & Tester, 2001; Giroux, 2004; Rank, 2004). Empirical research on poverty in America
as well has largely focused on individual characteristics, a behaviorist approach, rather than
focus on the underlying structural failings that perhaps encourage certain behavioral patterns. In
so doing, the focus is effectively misplaced and misdirected onto those who lose out at the
economic game, rather than addressing the fact that the economic game produces losers in the
first place (Rank, Yoon, & Hirschl, 2003). Anyon (2005), too, when considering the effects of
social and economic policy on public schools and their wider communities, redirects the focus
from individuals and impoverished communities to federal macroeconomic policies in America.
She argues that public policies serve to structure conditions of poverty such that lifting one's self
out of poverty is virtually impossible. Placing poverty squarely within the political and economic
arena, Anyon (2005) states, “Because economies are maintained by rules made by the
governments, economic institutions are inescapably political; they function according to
determinative macroeconomic policies” (p. 17). Likewise, Flanagan (2013) views America’s
social policies and structural economic changes as the impetus for the massive shifts in welfare
and tax policies that widened the gap between the haves and have-nots, policies that began in the
1980s and still exist today. Examples, supplied by Anyon (2005) and Flanagan (2013), of
macroeconomic policies that maintain poverty in America include: the reformulation of Aid to
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Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) to Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF) during
the 1990s; minimum wage legislation; and stagnate wages for middle, lower middle and working
classes (while the cost of living and essential goods and services has increased); regressive tax
policies; anti-unionization legislation; and affordable housing and transportation policies.
Based on the aforementioned, Rank’s (2004) concept, “structural vulnerably,” provides a
framework for understanding poverty in America (p. 65). He assigns three underlying
characteristics as the basic premise: the lack of human capital (e.g., skills, education, and
qualifications that individuals bring with them into the labor market) places individuals in a
precarious position when events or crises such as the loss of a job, family breakup, or ill health
occur; the strong influence of social class in the acquisition of human capital (those born into
working and lower-class families are more likely to remain); and the role race, gender, and
particular innate abilities play (patterns of racial segregation, lack of resources in schools, girls
steered away from more lucrative carriers paths, and innate abilities like cognitive reasoning).
Some of the consequences of the structural failings in America put forth by Rank (2004),
Anyon (2005), and Flanagan (2013) as evidence of their thesis include the inability of the labor
market to support all workers above the poverty level, the lack of a social safety net in the
prevention of poverty, the fact that at some point during adulthood the majority of American
adults will face impoverishment, the increasing large part of employment that pays poverty and
near-poverty wage, economic development in areas inaccessible to those living in urban cities
due to lack of reliable public transportation (the deindustrialization of urban cities), the
concentration of poverty, privatization, the shift from industrial jobs that once paid a family
wage to non-college graduates to jobs that require education beyond high school, fewer health
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and retirement benefits, and the dismantling of unions. The enormity of poverty in America is
even more staggering within the context of what the federal government constitutes as poverty.
Originally established in 1963–1964, the poverty guidelines were created using two
criteria: U.S. Department of Agriculture food budgets designed for families under economic
stress and data about what portion of their income families spent on food (per capita cost of the
economy food plan) which was used each year to adjust the poverty thresholds for annual
inflation. The issue is that these adjustments do not take into account the rising costs of "the
nonfood portion" of the poverty thresholds such as essential consumption items of living housing,
medical care, clothing, and transportation (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). According to Fass (2009),
the present government measure for determining the federal poverty level is obsolete and does
not address the realities of family expenditures today such as economic status, material hardship,
debt, financial assets, geographic location, and family resources. Fass points out, at the time
poverty guidelines were first established, research indicated that one-third of a family’s income
was spent on food. The official poverty level was determined by multiplying the one-third cost
by three. In contrast, current food expenditure only accounts for one-seventh of a family’s
income, while other expenditures such as the cost of housing, childcare, health care, and
transportation have grown disproportionately. Furthermore, doubling the official poverty level
would be just enough to meet a family’s basic need, with the exception of those living in highcost cities. Families living in high-cost cities would need at least three times the official poverty
level. Polakow (2007) highlights two other variables not addressed by the existing federal
poverty measure, rural/urban differences and the changing needs of families with childcare at
increasing costs. Consequently, the current poverty measure does not reflect the true cost of
supporting a family today. A comparison of the National Center for Children in Poverty (NCCP)
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estimates for a family of four to the federal poverty level illuminates the stark reality. The NCCP
(2016) estimates that a family of four (two-parent family with both parents working full-time)
living in Detroit, Michigan, requires an income of $45,380 (227% of the federal poverty level) to
meet their basic needs, as compared to the 2016 federal poverty level of $24,300 (U.S.
Department of Health & Human Services, 2016).
Although the aforementioned scholars provide a thorough analysis of the array of
empirical research and statistical data their respective works, current indicators of the depth and
breadth of poverty include the following:
•

Between 1962 and 2013, the top 4% of households in America’s share of wealth rose
from 21.2% to 28.2%, an increase of 7%, while the bottom 40% of the households in
America fluctuated between 1.5% and -0.9% over the course of the five decades (Pew
Research Center, 2016).

•

The wealth gap between the upper-, middle- and low-income households is the highest
it’s been in three decades, with the wealth of upper-income households being 70 times
greater than lower-income households, and almost 7 times greater than middle-income
households. As of 2012, 27.2% of African Americans were considered impoverished,
almost double the 12.7% rate among Whites (Pew Research Center, 2016).

•

The wealth gap between Blacks and Whites in 2013 was 13 times the median wealth of
Black households (Pew Research Center, 2016).

•

The number of individuals 16 years and over desiring employment rose by almost 25%
from 2006 to 2016 (4800, and 5949, respectively U.S. Census Bureau, 2016).

•

As of 2013, the number of children both poor and near poor living in the United States
totaled 15,770,127 or 22%, with poverty among African American, Hispanic, and
American Indian children being disproportionally higher than White children (39%, 32%,
36%, and 13%, respectively National Center for Children in Poverty, 2016).

•

Although the average number of families that applied for Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF) decreased by 62,403 families from September of 2010 to
September of 2015, there was still an increase of almost 7% (31,547) in the number of
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families who applied for Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) that were
denied (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2016).
Neighborhoods and communities. For children and youth living and attending schools in
neighborhoods and communities with pervasive poverty and social disadvantage, their daily
experience is marred by “savage inequalities” such as high levels of unemployment; the
magnified effects of family poverty, substandard housing with high lead or other toxins
significantly greater levels of crime, violence, substance abuse, and fewer quality after school or
childcare programs (Felner & DeVries, 2013, p. 106). Garbarino’s (1995) term “social toxicity,”
as well, illuminates the stark reality for children growing up within a socially toxic environment,
an environment that is poisonous to the well-being of developing children. Garbarino (1995) and
Vorassi and Garbarino (2000) describe socially toxic environments as those plagued by poverty,
community violence, child abuse, domestic violence, family disruption, and rejection that only
serve to demoralize families and divide communities. They state, “Being poor means being at
statistical risk–risk for a number of physical, social, and psychological pathologies” (p. 63). In
other words, poverty represents multiple risk factors for children. Exacerbating the negative
effects of socially toxic environments is the lack of access to healthy foods, substandard housing,
and inadequate health care (Books, 2000). Keeping the neighborhood and community attributes
described by Felner and DeVries (2013), Garbarino (1995), and Vorassi and Garbarino (2000) in
mind, the correlation between toxic environments and brain and cognitive development is
understandable.
Brain and cognitive development. The impact of toxic environments on adolescent brain
development can have detrimental and enduring consequences because of the brain’s plasticity
during this time. Not surprisingly, youth most at risk are those growing up in poverty (Steinberg,
2014). Along the same lines, Seattle Jobs Initiative (2015) proposes conditions of economic
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scarcity or poverty can have deleterious effects on the brain's finite resources such as mental
bandwidth (brain power), cognition, attention and self-control (the ability to control emotion,
desires, and behavior). The stressful choices individuals living in poverty are required to make
cause their brains’ resources to become fatigued; subsequently, the resources an individual uses
to learn, remember, make decisions, and problem solve may become impaired. A review of the
literature by Felner and DeVries (2013) shows that not only do poverty and socioeconomic
disadvantage have the potential to drastically impact emotional, physical, and cognitive
development of children and youth, but poverty is the greatest risk factor of all. Poor children are
disproportionately likely to be impacted by all other risk factors that make for "rotten outcomes"
(p. 105). As with brain and cognitive development, an adolescent’s sense of self or identity is
significantly affected by poverty.
Impact on identity formation. Along with identifying as being poor, individuals living in
poverty often identify with the labels society assigns them such as welfare recipient, public
housing resident, unemployed, homeless, all of which can lead to feeling oppressed and socially
excluded. These negative stigmas and stereotypes can also result in thinking about one’s self as
incompetent, lazy, unmotivated, which can lead to lower self-esteem and confidence. The impact
of poverty on one’s sense of self or identity can start at a young age (Seattle Jobs Initiative,
2015). Hudson’s (2016) words highlight the severe implications of feeling socially excluded,
stating, “Social rejection can traumatize people by leaving ‘indelible marks upon their
consciousness’” (p. 112). Phillips and Pittman’s (2003) exploration of the literature on the
linkages between poor adolescents and identity processes exposed three distinct correlations
between poverty and identity processes: derogatory self-relevant information, limitations in
opportunity structure, and excessive stress. Derogatory self-relevant information mirrors Seattle
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Jobs Initiative’s (2015) stance; derogatory self-relevant information is grounded in social stigma,
marginalization, and disparate treatment. Limitations in opportunity structure correlate with an
adolescent’s socioeconomic position in society. For impoverished adolescents, this can lead to a
lack of enthusiasm for identity exploration and negative academic and career aspirations, both of
which may lead to reinforcing and reproduction limitations. Children and adolescents growing
up in poverty are burdened by the demands of excessive stress, excessive stress brought about by
undesirable life events and adverse conditions.
Adolescent Development/Behavior
America’s Approach. Steinberg (2104) takes the position that America’s approach to
raising adolescents is a mix of misunderstanding, uncertainty, and contradiction, and we treat
adolescents as more mature than they really are, while at the same time treating them as less
mature than they really are. He illustrates his position:
A society that tries twelve-year olds who commit serious crimes as adults because they
are mature enough to know better, but prohibits twenty-year-olds from buying alcohol
because they are too immature to handle it, is deeply confused about how to treat people
in this age range...A society that lets sixteen-year olds drive (statistically among the most
dangerous activities there is), but doesn't allow them to see R-rated movies (an innocuous
activity if there ever was one) is clueless. (p. 1)
Along similar lines, Elkind (1998, 2001) suggests, since the 1960s, the nature of
America’s postmodern culture has pushed children to grow up too fast, placing them in a
precarious position. Elkind (1998, 2001) cites an extensive list of expectations placed on youth
today, some of which include the transformation of family dynamics from the nuclear family
(enclosed from the rest of society) into the permeable family (open to any and all social
influences), the sexual revolution, the commercialization of childhood, the electronic media, the
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marketing of violence to children and youth, and the pressure to achieve early in sports and
academics. Elkind's (2001) statement sums up his sentiments of the reality for children in
America today "Today's child has become the unwilling, unintended victim of overwhelming
stress—the stress borne of rapid, bewildering social change and constantly rising expectations";
expectations they are unable to meet (p. 3). Kegan (1994) also points out that teenagers are under
a constant barrage of expectations from home, peers, school, church, and wider society.
Furthermore, there is an expectation they have good common sense, consider longer-term
consequences of choices, be able to express how they feel, behave a certain way, and be able to
identify and share their inner motivations and internal emotional conflict (be psychologically
reflective). Kegan (1994) states, "They are all expectations about how we want them to know,
the way we want them to make meaning of their experience. They are all claims on adolescents'
minds" (p. 19). Paraphrasing Elkind, Kegan (1994) brings simplicity to the issue at hand;
children are only children and there are cognitive and emotional depths they cannot go beyond.
Ultimately, as a consequence of unrealistic expectations placed on them Kegan (1994) asserts,
adolescents are in over their heads. As a result, the state of affairs for children and adolescents in
America is definitely a cause for concern.
State of affairs. Elkind (1998; 2001), Kegan (1994), and Steinberg (2014) point out the
harrowing state of affairs for adolescents in America today as compared to almost four decades
ago: more children are living in poverty, child and adolescent obesity has risen almost fifty
percent, teenage pregnancy is higher in America than any Western society, suicide and homicide
rates have tripled for teenagers, Standardized Achievement Test (SAT) scores have plummeted,
and millions of children are being treated for attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
(Elkind, 2001). Elkind (1998) also suggests the dramatic increase in postmodern stress-
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dysfunctions or what he calls the “new morbidity,” is evidence of the stress placed upon youth in
America today (p. 22). Postmodern, for Elkind (1998), refers to a shift of the larger social
phenomena from an emphasis on needs of children and youth above parents and adults during
the later modern period, to an emphasis on the needs of parents and the rest of adult society
above children and youth around mid-century. He provides a host of adolescent stress-related
behavior, as evidence, that include the following: abuse of drugs and alcohol, binge drinking,
teenage suicide and contemplation of suicide, young women attempting suicide in much more
violent ways (i.e., hanging, guns), gun violence among teenage males, non-fatal behaviors such
as teen pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), and earlier and more widespread
sexual activity. Steinberg (2014) offers the following similar concerns: no gains in standardized
testing since 1970s; American youth as having the lowest college graduation rates in the
industrialized world; poor mental and physical health; the proportion of youth who smoke
marijuana every day is the highest it’s ever been; America leads the industrialized world in teen
pregnancy, abortion, and STDs; and youth aggression is a widespread problem, with the United
States having the highest rates of youth violence and attempted suicide in the developed world.
Kegan (1994) sums up the condition in America succinctly:
The specter that presents itself is of childhood lost, or as David Elkind puts it, “a hurried
child.” It feels somehow unnatural–a kind of violation of nature–not to give childhood its
due, its proper freedom from too much responsibility and the need for self-protection and
self-promotion. (p. 4)
It is clear from the current state of affairs for the American adolescent, Steinberg’s (2014) words
ring true—the unintended consequence is we are neither protecting our youth nor taking
advantage of the opportunity to foster enduring positive development. Keeping the foregoing in
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mind, it is understandable why scholars such as Steinberg, Kegan, and Elkind, emphasize the
necessity of rethinking what it means to be an adolescent and how parents, educators, and adults
can support them in the process.
Framing the Study: Guiding Theoretical Framework
The works of progressive educational reformer John Dewey (1916, 1976) and critical
pedagogy theorists Paulo Freire (1970, 1973, 1998, 2007) and Henry Giroux (1983, 1988, 2004;
2006, 2012) inspire the theoretical framework for this study. Recognizing how crucial education
is to the development of the young and the ongoing revitalization of democratic society, each of
these scholar’s unique contribution to a philosophy of education offers valuable insights into the
importance of students connecting with the “real world” through experience, dialogue, critical
reflection, action, and resistance in the hope of positive transformation of their immediate, if not
wider, communities. This study also draws salient characteristics of adolescent cognitive
development to complement Dewey’s, Freire’s, and Giroux’s educational philosophies from the
works of renowned theorists George Herbert Mead (1934), Lev Vygotsky (1978), Erik Erikson
(1968), William Cross (1971, 1978), Carol Gilligan (1982), Beverly Daniel Tatum (1997), and
Laurence Steinberg (2014). Though each of these theorists provides a unique lens from which to
understand their respective positions, one common thread runs throughout all their philosophies
that links them together: the effects of the social environment on the development of children
and adolescents.
The Role of the Social Environment
John Dewey: Education of society’s young. Over the past several years, I have come to
appreciate the works of John Dewey (1916; 1976), especially his perspective on the role
education must play in the development of society’s young and the continued renewal of the
social group. Toward that end, Dewey (1916) viewed life as a self-renewing process by means of
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action upon the environment; hence, the continuity of life is the continued re-adaptation of the
environment to the needs of the living organism (human beings). The word “life” represents the
whole range of individual and racial experiences, as well as customs, institutions, beliefs, virtues,
defeats, recreations and occupations. In other words, “experience” is fundamental to the
continuity of the social group. Dewey (1916) posits, “The continuity of any experience, through
renewing of the social group, is a fact. Education, in its broadest sense, is the means of this social
continuity of life” (p. 2). Thus education, according to Dewey (1916), is a necessity of life in that
through the education of the immature members into the interests, purposes, information, skill,
and practices of the mature members of a social group, the life of the social group is renewed.
This does not happen willy-nilly. On the contrary, deliberate effort and thought is required.
Dewey (1916) posits, “Beings who are born not only unaware of, but quite indifferent to, the
aims and habits of the social group have to be rendered cognizant of them and actively interested.
Education, and education alone spans the gap” (p. 3). Consequently, Dewey (1916) argued that
development within the young took place through the intermediary of the social environment (all
the activities of fellow human beings that are bound up in the carrying on of the activities of any
one of its members). Therefore, the social environment becomes truly educative as a result of
some conjoint activity an individual shares or participates in. Furthermore, education, for Dewey
(1916), must include an active and constructive process. For this to happen, the student’s social
environment must be equipped with agencies that provide an opportunity to act the process out,
“For when schools depart from the educational conditions effective in the out-of-school
environment, they necessarily substitute a bookish, a pseudo-intellectual society for a social
spirit” (p. 38). Dewey’s stance emphasizes the vital role education and the social environment,
together, must play in the development of society’s young.
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Who am I? Adolescence is a period in human development marked by changes in
physical growth and psychological development. Both sets of changes are influenced by
biological, psychological and behavioral, social, political, cultural, ecological, and historical
factors (Bronfenbrenner, July 1977; Elkind, 1998; Erikson, 1968; Piaget, 1964; Spencer, 2008;
Tatum, 1997; Vygotsky, 1978). A key task of adolescent development is the construction of a
sense of identity or identity formation (Erikson, 1968; Tatum, 1997; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014).
Prior to adolescence, the foundation for identity formation is laid in an individual’s childhood
experiences. Yet, it is during the period of adolescence that youth begin the process of identity
formation, exploration with more capacity for reflective thinking. This is a critical period in
development because one’s identity or inner sense of self is a determining factor throughout the
course of life (Erikson, 1968; Nakulla & Toshalis, 2006; Spencer, 2008; Tatum, 1997; UmañaTaylor et al., 2014).
Adolescence is a period in development triggered by the onset of puberty, the maturation
of cognitive abilities, and changing social expectations, all of which complement the desire to
develop a sense of individuality—the desire to answer the question, “Who am I?” (Erikson,
1968; Nakkula & Toshalis, 2006; Tatum, 1997; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). Several cognitive
milestones occur during this time period, such as the ability to think on a higher level of
abstraction, to theorize more imaginatively, and to reflect upon one’s own thoughts and
behaviors as well as those of others. As a consequence, adolescents begin to interpret their social
environment in new and interesting ways (Elkind, 1998; Nakkula & Toshalis, 2006; UmañaTaylor et al., 2014).
As if the adolescent’s quest to answer the question “Who am I?” and all that entails is not
challenging enough, for some, adolescence is fraught with experiences of social stigma, racism,
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classism, prejudice, and discrimination. Hence, identity formation is also shaped by the interplay
of self, family dynamics, race, social class, ethnicity, gender and sexual orientation (Nakkula &
Toshalis, 2006). With that in mind, Tatum’s (1997) comment regarding the answer to the
question “Who am I?” says it all: “The answer depends in the large part on who the world around
me says I am” (p. 18). Tatum (1997) provides some poignant examples, bringing to the forefront
the kinds of questions with which adolescents struggle, putting the question of Who am I? in a
context that bears repeating:
Who do my parents say I am? Who do my peers say I am? What messages are reflected
back to me in the faces and voices of my teachers, neighbors, store clerks? What do I
learn from the media about myself? How am I represented in the cultural images around
me? Or am I missing the picture altogether? (p. 18)
History and culture. To understand the complexity of the process of identity formation
during adolescence, the role history and culture play within the context of social environment, as
direct and indirect influences on adolescent development must be considered. This is evidenced
by the social construction of categories such as race, ethnicity and gender that historically and
culturally have been used by those in power to marginalize, stigmatize, and disenfranchise the
people placed within these categories. Historically, the category of race was created to privilege
some and oppress others (Nakulla & Toshalis, 2006; Tatum, 1997). Nakulla and Toshalis (2006)
hold no punches in their assessment of history with regard to the concept of race:
Slavery in the Seventeenth, Eighteenth, and Nineteenth centuries is inextricable from the
invention of race, which was used to legitimize the exploration and murder of by
designating certain ‘races’ as subhuman in order to treat them as chattel without violating
the Enlightenment notion of freedom. (p. 123)
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Tatum (1997) and Nakulla and Toshalis (2006) point out, scientists, biologists, and geneticists
have debunked the historical myth of race in America. Tatum (1997) succinctly sums up the
bottom line “Race is a social construction that has little biological meaning" (p. 168). Yet, in 21st
century America, race is still used to differentiate people and groups of people based on
assumptions of inferior versus superior social status (American Psychological Association, 2008).
Erikson (1968) argues that the process of identity formation is one of continuous change
and development and is historically and culturally influenced. Erikson (1968) did not separate
the role history plays in development of identity from the present. Rather, history, he contends, is
within us and within the social environment. He states, “From the point of view of development,
‘former’ environments are forever in us; and since we live in a continuous process of making the
present ‘former’ we never-not even as a newborn-meet any environment as a person who never
had an environment” (p. 24). Along similar lines, Vygotsky (1978), whose focus was the
historically shaped and culturally transmitted psychology of human beings, placed an emphasis
on human beings as active organisms and vigorous participants in their own existence. At each
stage of development, children acquire the wherewithal to competently affect the world and
themselves. Vygotsky (1978) viewed human beings as highly malleable, and the environment
into which children are born as a historically and culturally shifting context, which they will
eventually change, too (p.123).
According to Tatum (1997), historically and in the U.S. today, society has employed/does
employ racial taxonomies, placing value on White European American cultural patterns,
differentiating the White norm from people of color. In agreement, Spencer (2008) argues,
because White privilege goes unacknowledged, the norm is associated with White middle-class
people. Anyone not measuring up to this White norm is considered deviant or atypical. Tatum
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(1997) further suggests, the concept of race has historically been associated with negative
connotations. In America today, this is especially true for Black male youth. The constant
bombardment of images they see reflected back to them in television programs, newspapers, in
schools, and in some neighborhoods when encountering others, is that they are inherently flawed,
deviant, and violent.
Nakulla and Toshalis (2006) concur and argue that, given the history of race and ethnicity
in America, how we see ourselves is profoundly influenced by our perception of how we
perceive how others perceive us. In America, race and ethnicity as “external” identity markers
reflect America's history of slavery, immigration and racial diversity. At the same time, the
influence of America’s history regarding racial and ethnic discrimination shapes how youth of
color experience growing up. Therefore, it is imperative to understand the primary influences
that shape how youth construct their identity; two of which are race and ethnicity. Likewise,
Tatum (1997) also points out, one’s race and ethnicity have historically been a basis for being
marginalized and disenfranchised. Yet, Tatum makes a clear distinction between race and
ethnicity. Unlike one’s race (Black, White), which is defined in terms of a person’s physical
traits, ethnic identity is defined by cultural criteria such as language, customs, and shared history
with which one chooses to self-identify. American history and culture has stacked/does stack the
deck against those who do not fit or conform to the White norm.
Construction of the self/identity formation. The genesis of “the self” is a continuing
process of social experience and activity (DaSilva, 2007; Mead, 1934, p. 135). The self, a social
structure as Mead (1934) asserts, develops as a consequence of a child’s relations to the whole
process of social experience and activity, and the relations between the child and the others
within that process. “Play, the Game, and the Generalized Other” is part of a theory Mead offers
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to explain the two developmental stages in the genesis of the self (DaSilva, 2007; Mead, 1934).
In brief, during the first stage, play, the child organizes the particular attitudes of “other”
individuals toward themselves and toward one another within the specific social acts in which
they participate (Mead, 1934). In essence, the child learns to put him/herself in another
individual’s place (DaSilva, 2007). Furthering the development of the first stage, during the
second stage, the game, the child incorporates the organization of the social attitudes of the
“generalized other” (the organized community/social group as a whole to which a person
belongs) directly involved in the game while at the same time attending to the rules of the game.
Put somewhat differently, the child begins to see him/herself from another’s perspective
(DaSilva, 2007; Mead, 1934, p. 158). This stage is relevant because for the first time the children
begin to see themselves from the perspective of everyone else in the game (DaSilva, 2007). In
addition, Mead (1934) also stresses, every individual self is a reflection of the child’s social
processing of experience and behavior, with its own peculiar individuality—its own unique
pattern (p. 201).
Reminiscent of Mead’s concept of the self, Erikson (1968) viewed identity formation as
the process of simultaneous reflection and observation; wherein an individual judges themselves
based on how they perceive others perceive them and to what is relevant to them. Thus, for
Erikson (1968), identity formation is a process by which human beings differentiate themselves
from others, yet become more inclusive as his/her circle of significant others widens. He states,
“We deal with a process ‘located’ in the core of the individual and yet also in the core of his
communal culture, a process which establishes, in fact, the identity of those two identities” (p.
22). Similarly, Nakulla and Toshalis (2006) contend the core meaning of adolescent development
is to be found in the interpretations adolescents make of themselves and their worlds, stating,

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

24

“Our identities capture the stories of who we are; that is, they represent the core themes around
which we construct the meaning of our lives” (p. 6).
As Erikson (1968) himself suggests, once we accept an historical perspective, then his
concept of identity formation is lacking because it is highly dependent on the cultural conditions
of a sedentary middle class. He further suggests, from a historical perspective there is a radically
different awareness for the Negro in relation to a positive and negative identity (p. 25). A
reflection of the times and his sentiments about the desperate need to recognize that, for the
Negro, identity formation is couched in a history of hatred, the tenor of Erikson's (1968) words,
speaks volumes:
Negro writers who, to be equally truthful, must with equal fervor attempt to formulate the
hateful outcome of that psychosocial process which we call identity. And, indeed,
corresponding statements of Negro authors are couched in terms so negative that they at
first suggest an absence of identity or at any rate the almost total prevalence of negative
identity elements. (p. 296)
Racial identity formation. Extending the work of Black psychologists, William Cross
(1971, 1978) developed the notion of the Negro-to-Black Conversion Experience to describe
identity formation within the context of Black America or what he referred to as the psychology
of Black liberation, which later became known as the Psychology of Nigrescence. Cross’s (1971,
1978) five-stage model, the Negro-to-Black Conversion Experience, is a phenomenological
interpretation reflecting the process of transformation experienced by Black men and women
involved in the Black movement at the time. Cross's (1971, 1978) five-stage model includes the
pre-encounter, encounter, immersion/emersion, internalization, and the
internalization/commitment stages.
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The pre-encounter stage is a time when a Negro’s sense of identity mirrors the principles
and values of the status quo or Euro-American determinants. Moreover, their historical
perspective distorts the person’s view of Black history. Hence, the person’s worldview is shaped
by the sociological, political, cultural and psychological conditions in which they are embedded.
Consequently, the person views his/her Blackness as less than and strives to fit within the mold
created, even to an extent that an individual degrades their Blackness (Cross, 1971, 1978).
Rather, the person has been socialized to accept this frame of reference as his/her own. Nakulla
and Toshalis (2006) offer other insights into the beliefs and values of individuals in the preencounter stage, such as viewing one’s Blackness as a “physical fact,” that does not factor into
his/her daily life and a lack of interest in racial issues (p. 136). Echoing Cross’s sentiments,
Tatum (1997) also points out that the structure of society is shaped by those in power and
authority or the dominant group. Often Blacks, who have historically been on the receiving end
of discrimination, marginalization, and negatively labeled, internalize the images reflected back
to them by the dominant group. For this reason, they may devalue their self-worth and that of
their social group.
The encounter stage involves two steps: First, some positive or negative experience
(encounter) serves as the catalyst that shatters the person's sense of self and his/her perceptions
about the conditions of Blacks in America; second, the person begins to reevaluate/reinterpret the
world as a result of the encounter—to question the validity of the assimilative stance they have
accepted. Subsequently, the person begins a quest to find out the truth about this thing called
“Blackness”, while simultaneously becoming increasingly angry as she/he comes to realize they
have been brainwashed by the White world (Cross, 1971, p. 16, 1978; Nakulla & Toshalis,
2006). For the first time, the person realizes they are a member of a group targeted by racism
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(Nakulla & Toshalis, 2006). At the point when a person’s Black rage and guilt have pushed the
person to the extreme in his/her quest for Black identity, Cross (1971) states, “A ‘Negro' is dying
and a ‘Black American’ is being resurrected.” This person has reached the immersion-emersion
stage (p. 18). Unlike Cross (1971), who suggested the transition to the encounter stage usually
occurs during late adolescence or early adulthood, based on an examination of the research,
Tatum (1997) found that one’s quest for racial or ethnic identity may begin as early as junior
high.
During the immersion-emersion stage, the person immerses him/herself in a world of
Blackness. This immersion into Blackness is fed by Black rage and guilt as well as a new found
sense of pride. In contrast to his/her former desire to assimilate into the White world, the person
begins to deify the Black person and Black world. Everything White is viewed with disdain and
as inferior. Even more, the person feels the need to call out “the man” in an effort to validate or
prove his Blackness (p. 19). Ultimately, the person becomes committed to destroying capitalism,
racism, and Western dominance. During the second half of this stage, the person emerges from
self-exile into Blackness and feelings of Black rage and guilt, and begins to emotionally level
off, and psychological defensiveness is replaced by affective and cognitive openness, thereby
allowing the person to humanize the White person, balance Black rage with reason, and replace
guilt sensations with a feeling of pride (Cross, 1971, 1978). Hence, the person has moved from
romanticizing Blackness to discovering its substantive nuances (Nakulla &Toshalis, 2006).
Offering another perspective for understanding the immersion-emersion stage, Tatum
(1997), who reflects on her own experience, views this stage as a period of unlearning the
internalized stereotypes one has adopted for the group, and based on affirmation from one’s
racial group, a positive sense of self emerges. Once the person has gained an awareness and
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control of their behavior, they progress to the internalization stage. Depending on the person’s
experiences during the immersion-emersion stage, the internalization stage is either one that is
overshadowed by one of three nonproductive options: disappointment and rejection, continuation
and fixation at the immersion-emersion stage, or internalization; all of which either leave the
person in a state of unrest or unmotivated to further his/her quest for a deeper understanding of
the Black condition. Yet, psychologically and spiritually the person has changed significantly
(Cross, 1971, 1978). Nakulla and Toshalis (2006) suggest, during the internalization stage, a
person’s anxiety about being Black enough turns into being confident about what his/her
Blackness means to them.
Finally, at the stage of internalization-commitment, having resolved the conflict between
his/her old worldview and new worldview, the person begins to live by the image they have
created for themself—as confident, in control, and committed to actively peruse social justice
(Cross, 1971, 1978; Nakulla & Toshalis, 2006).
Gender identity formation. Gender, like race, has followed a similar historical and
theoretical trajectory. Like race, gender is a socially constructed category created within a
patriarchal society that did/does effectively serve to disenfranchise and marginalize women
(Berenbaum, Martin, & Ruble, 2008; Gilligan, 1982; Nakkula & Toshalis, 2006; Walker &
Snarey, 2004). Consequently, many women have wittingly or unwittingly silenced their voices,
thereby perpetuating a male voiced-society that continues to order life in such a way that women
are disconnected from it, their voices effectively silenced (Gilligan, 1982). Similarly, Nakulla
and Toshalis (2006) argue that by early adolescence, a period associated for girls as a time of
exuberant expression, girls’ voices give way to insecurity and self-silencing. Moreover, Gilligan
(1982) suggests psychological theorists and research have fallen prey to a one-size-fits-all
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mentality, namely that of the White male norm. Gilligan’s (1982) research challenged
psychological developmental theories based on this norm, arguing that women’s voice is
relational and women’s psychological development centers around their struggle for connection.
Gilligan (1982) states, “To have a voice, is to be human. To have something to say is to be a
person. But speaking depends on listening and being heard; it is an intensely relational act” (p.
xvi). Simply put, it is within the context of relational acts that girls/women define/redefine the
core of their being. The sentiments of Nakulla and Toshalis (2006) echo Gilligan’s thesis. They
contend, for girls, the desire to remain in relationship with others becomes primary–even to their
own detriment and may lead to a disconnection from one’s self. Boys and men, on the other hand,
aspire to achieve separation and individuation both of which are critical aspects of masculine
identity (Gilligan, 1982).
Nakulla and Toshalis (2006) assert, cultural expectations rooted in societal, community,
religious, and family values are even more influential than biology in gender identity formation.
Youth come to internalize gendered-appropriate social scripts by way of family life,
neighborhoods, and social media. Consequently, by early adolescence, youths’ gendered scripts
are so ingrained and practiced that they come to define what it means to be male or female.
Nakulla and Toshalis (2006) convey how difficult altering these gendered ideologies for girls
and boys can be: “Their roles are so thoroughly scripted that modifying or breaking out of them
takes extraordinary acts of insight and courage” (p. 100).
Rethinking Adolescent Development/Behavior
Elkind (1998) points out, because of the changes in mental ability occurring during
adolescence, adolescents begin to think in a “new key” (p. 25). For Elkind (1998), the changes in
an adolescent’s mental ability can be just as or even more emotionally taxing than the physical
and physiological transformations they are experiencing. He even goes so far as to suggest how
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thinking in a new key is one of the most difficult tasks adolescents face. The following are some
of the notable changes that occur because of an adolescent’s new thinking powers: the
appreciation for different uses of language, symbolism and creativity; the way they see their
bodies and their social relationships; the way they think about themselves, others, and the world;
the improved ability to go beyond the real and immediate to envision possibilities in the future,
recognition of hypocrisy and secrecy in adult society, and find fault with their parents. They
become argumentative, extremely self-conscious, seem indecisive at times, and idealistic
(Elkind, 1998). Subsequently, it is important to recognize that just as adolescents need to become
comfortable with all the physical changes taking place, they also need regular practice using their
new thinking powers.
Steinberg (2014) adds a somewhat different perspective to the discourse, that of
developmental neuroscience. He contends, although there has been an abundance of scientific
knowledge on the study of adolescence over the past two decades, it has yet to influence how we
raise, educate, and treat our youth in America. He stresses how we need to start thinking about
adolescence differently as our views are outdated, wrong and even dangerous. The period of
adolescence has become longer due to the early onset of puberty and the longer length of time it
currently takes adolescents to become fully independent adults; it now extends from about 10
until 25 years of age. According to Steinberg (2012, 2014), there is incontrovertible evidence of
the significant changes that occur in brain structure and function during adolescence. More
specifically, four structural changes occur in the brain’s anatomy between pre-adolescence and
early adulthood that bring about major improvements in cognition. Table 1.1 summarizes the
developmental period with associated change in cognition.
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Table 1.1
Structural Changes by Development Period
Developmental Period

Structural Change

Pre-adolescence & early adolescence

Improvements in basic cognitive ability and logical
reasoning

Early adolescence

Increased intensity in how the adolescent experiences
pleasure, which has implications for sensation-seeking

Late-adolescence & early adulthood

High order cognitive functions such as planning ahead,
weighing risks and rewards, and making complicated
decisions

Ongoing into late adolescence

Increased development in processing of emotional
information and those important to self-control

Along with the remarkable structural changes in the brain during adolescence, there are
significant changes in how the brain functions (works) that occur over the course of adolescence
and into adulthood. Changes in brain function during adolescence are shown in Table 1.2.
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Table 1.2
Changes in Brain Function During Adolescence
Changes in Brain Function
Self-control becomes easier (self-regulation)
A heighted sensitivity to anticipated rewards, which has implications for engaging
in risky acts with middle adolescence being a period with a greater potential for
vulnerability to risky and reckless behavior
An inability to effectively temper emotional arousal impulses

Steinberg (2012, 2014) further claims one of the most important findings in recent
research is that significant changes in brain anatomy and activity continue further into
development than had been previously thought. Like Vygotsky, Steinberg (2014) views
adolescence as a period of tremendous “neuroplasticity,” wherein the brain is malleable. Hence,
adolescence is a period for immense opportunity and great risk. According to Steinberg (2014),
the reason adolescents take more risks is connected with the brain’s prefrontal cortex and limbic
systems. The prefrontal cortex—responsible for self-regulation–makes us rational, whereas the
limbic system plays a key role in generating emotions. For Steinberg (2014), the story of
adolescence unfolds in three overlapping phases wherein the prefrontal cortex and limbic system
learn to work together, beginning with the onset of puberty and culminating in the early twenties.
A description of the process taking place is shown in Table 1.3.
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Table 1.3
Three Overlapping Phases of Adolescence
Phase
Phase 1

Developmental
Period
Puberty

Brain Origin
Limbic system (more
aroused)

Developmental Task
Teenagers experience and display
extreme highs and lows
Highly sensitive to the opinions and
assessments of others (especially peers)
Sensation seeking

Phase 2

Preadolescence to
sixteen or so

Prefrontal cortex (better Executive functions strengthen
organized)
improving decision making, problem
solving and planning ahead
Adolescent thinking becomes more
adult-like

Phase 3

Late teens to early
twenties

Limbic system and
Prefrontal cortex (more
interconnected)

Mature and more dependable selfregulation
Better impulse control
Better thinking about long-term
consequences of their decisions and
resisting peer pressure
Rational thought processes easily
disrupted by fatigue, stress, or emotional
arousal

In light of his own and others’ research on mind-oriented psychology, Kegan (1994)
believes expectations placed on adolescents by contemporary culture for the most part exceed
what should be considered normal development. The assumption is that once adolescents reach
puberty they will have what Kegan (1994) refers to as the principle of cross-categorical thinking
or third order of consciousness. He posits that it makes more sense that the third order of
consciousness is a period between twelve and twenty years of age and that normal mental
development is a gradual transformation of mind from the second (durable categories) to the
third order principle (cross-categorical) during this time. The child or adolescent in the second
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order of consciousness has the ability to construct what Kegan (1994) calls "durable
categories" (p. 21). At this stage in development, the child or adolescent is able to recognize that
the phenomenon being considered (thing, self, other) has its own class or set of elements or
members, which have durable ongoing rules that create and regulate class membership. What
Kegan (1994) proposes is the ability to construct a concrete world, independent points of view,
and a property-bearing self that has enduring dispositions, ongoing needs, and self-interest. It is
within the second order of consciousness that most adolescents reside. The third order of
consciousness, or cross-categorical meaning-making, is the subordination and integration of
durable categories to a higher mental principle that is capable of simultaneously relating one
durable category to another (p. 22). This is where adults assume most adolescents live, yet it is
an unwarranted belief. The adolescent can reason abstractly, is aware of shared feelings,
agreements, and expectations are subordinate to the interests of the group, and can internalize
another's point of view via the co-construction of personal experiences, yet it is “normal” for
adolescents to be “unable” to meet all of the expectations contemporary culture asks of them
throughout most of their adolescent years (p. 37). In line with Kegan’s premise, Steinberg (2014)
highlights that current brain science reveals the brain is not fully mature until sometime in the
early twenties. In agreement with Steinberg and Kegan, Nakulla and Toshalis (2006) submit we
need to reassess what is normative behavior during adolescence. They reason that what
adolescents choose to do, whom they relate to, and how they spend their time are all dependent
on the self they are seeking to create, test, and revise (p. 18).
As both Kegan (1982, 1994) and Elkind (1998, 2001) acknowledge the relevance of
Piaget’s concept of formal operations (the context of meaning-making) to their own work, it
seems a brief description is in order. Around the time of adolescence, a child reaches a level
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Piaget (1964) refers to as the formal or hypothetic-deductive operations. During this stage, the
adolescent can reason on hypotheses; construct new operations of propositional logic; and attain
new structures that are both combinatorial, reciprocal and more complicated and easily
transformed group structures. Four factors contribute to the development from one set of
structures to another: maturation (a continuation of the embryogenesis), the role of experience
(effects of the physical environment on the structures of intelligence), social transmission or
educational transmission (linguistic transmission, education, etc.) and equilibration (selfregulation Piaget, 1964).
Nakulla and Toshalis (2006) maintain, because adolescent behavior at times is contrary to
adult expectations of what is normative behavior for adolescents, adolescents often are
pathologized or labeled rebellious when in reality adolescent behavior is understandable. For
instance, in their quest for understanding the world and their place in it, adolescents often test the
boundaries of relationships, thereby constructing theories about those they interact with and
themselves. Another important aspect of adolescence is the increasing capacity for rational and
complex thinking or what is known as theoretical thinking. Armed with the capacity for
theoretical thinking, an adolescent’s imagination knows no bounds.
Analogously, Elkind (1978, 1998) also highlights the developing adolescent imagination.
He proposes two constructs to illuminate how an adolescent’s imagination is manifested:
imaginary audience and personal fable. Because adolescence is a period marked by a keen
awareness of one's self, especially with regard to physical and emotional transformations, and
new thinking powers they are experiencing, adolescents become very self-centered. Like their
preoccupation with themselves, teens imagine everyone around them is as interested in them as
they are; everyone is as concerned with his/her behavior and appearance as they are. In essence,
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it is like having every aspect of one's self put under a microscope for critique. It is this extreme
self-consciousness that is the basis for the imaginary audience, which Elkind (1978) and Elkind
and Bowen (1979) argue accounts for much of early adolescent behavior. As adolescents test the
real audience against the imagined audience, they come to discover what is imagined and what is
real. Consequently, they come to see themselves and others in a more realistic light. This process
provides adolescents an opportunity to learn strategies for dealing with impressions, gain
objectivity and free themselves from the more negative effects of the imaginary audience
(Elkind, 1978, 1998). Similarly, as a result of an adolescent’s self-centeredness, they begin to
believe their own hype about themself. This is what Elkind (1978, 1998) and Alberts, Elkind,
and Ginsberg (2007) refer to as the personal fable—the feeling only they are special or unique–
only they are invulnerable to consequences of their actions. As with imaginary audience, the
personal fable one tells him/herself also takes on more realistic form over time. Reversing the
fable is part of maturing—it is realizing that we are more like others than we originally thought.
Critical Pedagogy
Influence of Karl Marx. Before continuing, it would be remiss not point out that both
Lev Vygotsky and Paulo Freire acknowledge the influence of Karl Marx’s theory of the history
of human society on their works (Freire, 1998; Macedo, 1970; Vygotsky, 1978). For Vygotsky
(1978), Marx’s dialectical and historical materialism served as the guiding theoretical framework
from which he developed his sociocultural theory of higher mental processes. Vygotsky (1978)
looks to Fredrick Engels who describes the concept of dialectical materialism as “The dialectical
approach, while admitting the influences of nature on man, asserts that man, in turn, affects
nature and creates through his changes in nature new natural conditions for existence” (p. 60). To
that, Vygotsky asserts a central tenet of dialectical materialism: that all phenomena be studied as
process in motion and change. Marx’s theory of society, commonly known as historical
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materialism, as paraphrased by Vygotsky, argues, “Historical changes in society and material life
produce changes in ‘human nature’ (consciousness and behavior)” (p. 7). Brooks (2002), quoting
Marx, offers a different yet simplistic definition of historical materialism “It is not the
consciousness of men that determines their existence, but, on the contrary, their social existence
that determines their consciousness” (as cited in Brooks, 2002, para. 1).
Freire was highly influenced by Marx’s dialectical and historical materialism as it relates
to the oppression of a class of people, or social-class analysis (Macedo, 1970). Freire (1970)
looks to Marx to illuminate the critical role history plays in the development of human
consciousness and human praxis:
There is no historical reality which is not human. There is no history without men, and no
history for men; there is only history of men, made by men and (as Marx pointed out) in
turn making them. It is when the majorities are denied their right to participate in history
as Subjects that they become dominated and alienated. Thus, to supersede their condition
as objects by the status of Subjects—the objective of any true revolution–requires the
people to act, as well as reflect, upon the reality to be transformed. (p. 130)
Critical pedagogy of Paulo Freire. To develop an understanding of the work of
Brazilian educator and philosopher Paulo Freire, it is necessary to view his work through the lens
of his lived experiences. Donaldo Macedo provides valuable insight on the life of Paulo Freire.
According to Macedo (1970), growing up in a poverty stricken and underdeveloped Third World
country during the Great Depression, Freire first witnesses the misery and suffering of the
oppressed around him, and then experiences what it means to live in poverty. Along with his
childhood experiences, Freire drew from his work with adult illiterates in Latin America and his
observations during a six-year political exile from Brazil, which was due to the subversive
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elements in his teaching. What follows is a brief discussion of four key concepts of Freire’s
philosophy of education that contribute to the theory of critical pedagogy: praxis, critical
consciences (conscientization), dialogue, and a problem-posing concept of education as an
instrument of liberation.
Praxis. An underlying theme throughout Freire’s (1970) philosophy of education is the
theory of praxis. Praxis, simply put, is critical reflection and action upon the world in order to
transform it. Human beings, according to Freire (1970), are creatures of praxis. Praxis does not
begin and end with one act or pertain to only one aspect of life; rather, praxis is an ongoing
process of human activity. Through praxis, human beings develop a critical awareness of the
historical context of their oppression, of the oppressed, of the struggle for their liberation, how to
live with others in true solidarity, and how pedagogy is constantly remade. As Freire explains,
“True reflection leads to action. When the situation calls for action, that action will constitute an
authentic praxis only if its consequences become the object of critical reflection” (p. 66). Along
similar lines, Dewey (1916) also speaks to the connection between reflection, action, aims, and
responsibility. He contends, for an experience to be reflective or what he refers to as “reflective
par excellence,” our thinking must be about something specific in order to discover the
connections between an action and the future consequences of the action (p. 151). Additionally,
reflection is the acceptance of our responsibility for our actions. Ergo, the possibility of
accomplishing our aims is possible through thoughtful action.
Bauman (1999) offers a similar yet different concept of human praxis. Bauman (1999)
contends, the essence of human praxis is the ongoing cultural process of actively structuring
(systematizing, ordering) human behavior and the human environment. Bauman (1999) refers to
this as, "The human mode of being-in-the-world" (p. 40). Moreover, the community for Bauman
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(1999) is integral to the notion of praxis in that the community serves as both the mode and
conveyor of praxis. Bauman clearly emphasizes the importance of the community to human
praxis:
The idea of creativity, of active assimilation of the universe, of imposing on the chaotic
world the ordering structure of the human intelligent action–the idea built irremovably
into the notion of praxis–is indeed comprehensible only if viewed as an attribute of
community, capable of transcending the natural or `naturalized' order and creating new
and different orders. (p. 95)
Therefore, for Bauman, human praxis is synonymous with the concept of culture. As with Marx,
Vygotsky, and Freire, Bauman (1999) speaks similarly about the role of history as it relates to
the concept of culture:
Culture, when understood as historically created selected processes that channel man's
reaction both to internal and to external stimuli…It is simultaneously a man-made and a
man-making entity; submitted to human freedom and constraining this freedom; related
to the human being in his quality of subject as well as object. (p. 28)
Critical consciousness (conscientization). In developing pedagogy for the oppressed,
Freire (1970, 1973) suggests that in order for the oppressed to lead the struggle to liberate
themselves from their oppression and reach full humanity, the oppressed must not become
oppressors in their quest to reach full humanity. Rather, full humanity can only be restored when
both the oppressed and their oppressors unite in fellowship and solidarity. For the oppressed the
crux is in becoming conscious of their dehumanization, which is thwarted by the very structure
of their own thought—a structure of thought that has been shaped by the images and discourses
of dominant forces–a reflection of the internalized structures of external structures of oppression.
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Consequently, the oppressed fear freedom while at the same time desiring to be free. Yet they
realize that the potential for full humanity will never exist without freedom. In order to liberate
themselves from their plight, the oppressed must become critically conscious of its causes (i.e.,
cultural, social, political) and through transforming action, create a new situation that offers the
possibility to pursue a fuller humanity. This, according to Freire (1970), is the tragic dilemma
pedagogy for the oppressed must take into account. Accordingly, for individuals or peoples to
regain their humanity, pedagogy must be forged with them, not for them. Through reflection on
the causes of their oppression, the oppressed can then engage in the necessary struggle for their
liberation. It is within this struggle for full humanity and liberation that pedagogy is made and
remade and serves as the impetus for the oppressed to achieve critical consciousness or
conscientizacao.
Dialogue. Freire (1970) posits the soul or very essence of dialogue itself is “the word” (p.
87). The word is more than just an instrument to be used in dialogue; rather, the word must be
understood as the dynamic interaction between reflection and action. Both must equally coexist
or the other suffers. Reflection without action, turns reflection into what Freire (1970) calls
verbalism or idle chatter; action without reflection turns into activism or action for action’s sake.
As a result, true praxis is negated making dialogue impossible. As Freire (1970) suggests, "There
is no true word that is not at the same time a praxis. Thus, to speak a true word is to transform
the world" (p. 87). Furthermore, dialogue is more than just an encounter between men/women to
name the world and change the world but is mediated by the world. Without men/women
entering into dialogue together as equals, dialogue is but a mere farce. Thus, only through a
dialogue in which men and women come together as equals to name the world and transform the
world can human existence be nourished. Therefore, through united reflection and action, we
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transform and humanize our world and, ultimately, we as human beings achieve our dignity.
Couldry’s (2001) critique of Raymond Williams’s (1958) vision of a “common culture,” echoes
Freire’s call for dialogue (p.50). Dialogue, according to Couldry (2001), is a fundamental
principal of Williams’s thesis of a “common culture” which states, “A common culture, not as
the reproduction of 'the same', but as an open-ended encounter with difference, framed by a
commitment to dialogue” (p. 60). Couldry (2001) also professes his concern that the current
global economic-driven trend to commodify culture threatens to enclose spaces within
educational institutions where dialogue exists.
Freire (1970) further contends that for true solidarity to exist, the oppressors must
envision the oppressed in their full humanity and not as an abstract category. For that reason,
they must recognize that the oppressed have been unjustly treated, deprived of their voice, and
cheated in the sale of their labor. It seems appropriate to suggest that without the recognition of
the value of voice by the oppressor, the oppressed and their oppressors cannot enter into critical
dialogue with each other or for that matter, teachers with students as well. Giroux (1988)
cautions teachers to avoid a pedagogy that silences the possibility for different student voices to
be heard. Rather, student voices should be explored and appreciated for their differences.
Students also need to know that their voices are heard and taken into account (Couldry, 2010).
Couldry’s (2010) notion of voice is reminiscent of Freire’s (1970) concept of dialogue “Voice is
a continuing process of reflecting back and forth between actions, experience and thought, an
open-ended process of giving an account in which each person is engaged” (p. 9).
Dialogue, for Freire (1970), is an act of creation that can only exist if there is true love for
and faith in our fellow human beings. Freire (1970) sums up the essence of dialogue succinctly:
“Without this faith in people, dialogue is a farce, which inevitably degenerates into paternalistic
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manipulation. Founding itself on love, humility and faith, dialogue becomes a horizontal
relationship of which mutual trust between dialoguers is a logical consequence” (p. 91). In the
same way, Dewey (1976) speaks of faith in human nature and the capacity of human beings for
intelligent judgment and action when the proper conditions are furnished as vital to a healthy
democracy. One such condition is freedom and fullness of communication. The intensity of
Dewey’s (1976) words conveys the power of communication and its relevance to a democratic
way of life:
For everything which bars freedom and fullness of communication sets up barriers that
divide human beings into sets and cliques, into antagonistic sects and factions, and
thereby undermines the democratic way of life. Merely legal guarantees of the civil
liberties of free belief, free expression, free assembly are of little avail if in daily life
freedom of communication, the give and take of ideas, facts, experiences, is choked by
mutual suspicion, by abuse, by fear and hatred. These things destroy the essential
condition of the democratic way of living even more effectually than open coercion
which–as the example of totalitarian states proves–is effective only when it succeeds in
breeding hate, suspicion, intolerance in the minds of individual human beings. (p. 227)
Freire (1970) describes the dialogical character of education as a practice of freedom that
should begin before the teacher and student meet in a pedagogical situation. Instead, the teacher
should first ask himself or herself what they will dialogue about with their students. This concern
for content dialogue is actually the concern with the program content of education. Furthermore,
the dialogical educator’s concern with program content of education is developed around what
individuals want to know. According to Freire (1970), critical and liberating dialogue must be
carried on with the oppressed throughout their struggle for liberation. This dialogue must be
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situated in the oppressed historical conditions and the level at which the oppressed perceive their
reality.
Problem-posing concept. It was Freire’s (1970) belief that the dominant mode of
education, what he referred to as the “banking concept of education,” was nothing more than the
act of depositing, wherein the teacher teaches and the students listen–the teacher is the arbiter
and depositor of knowledge–the students’ minds like empty vessels, waiting to be filled, thereby
effectively squelching any possibility for creativity or true dialogue. Critical pedagogy as a mode
of education, on the other hand, is an equalizer, wherein the teacher (problem-posing educator)
with the students enter into dialogue as co-constructors/creators of knowledge. Freire’s (1970)
dialogical, problem-posing concept of education challenges both teachers and students to
critically think and engage in dialogue. Freire (1970) states, “Only dialogue, which requires
critical thinking, is also capable of generating critical thinking. Without dialogue there is no
communication, without communication there can be no true education” (p. 92). Furthermore,
for education to be authentic, the teacher must carry it on with the student, mediated by the
world–a world that excites and challenges the teacher and student, bringing to the forefront their
views or opinions about it. Freire’s (1970) problem-posing concept offers a unique way to
envision a liberating educative student-teacher relationship, which can emerge as both address
the act of cognition to the object by which they are mediated. Some elements of the problemposing concept include taking a person’s history as a starting point; recognizing that through
dialogue, a new relationship develops where both teachers and students learn with each other;
critically reflecting on the part of both students and teachers; students and teachers as coinvestigators in dialogue with each other; and the constant unveiling of reality. Therefore, an
emergence of consciousness and critical intervention in reality takes place as a means of
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empowering the oppressed in their struggle to be more fully human and liberate themselves from
their oppressors.
In Giroux’s (2012) recent work, Education and the Crisis of Public Values, Giroux's
interpretation of Freire's theory of critical pedagogy provides an overall continuity and fluidity
for understanding Freire's intent. Therefore, it seems an appropriate ending point to the foregoing
discussion, as well a starting point for the subsequent discussion on Giroux. Giroux (2012)
frames Freire’s theory of critical pedagogy within the context of culture, politics, and the
struggle for agency, justice and democracy. Giroux (2012) states, “Freire believed that education,
in the broadest sense, was eminently political because it offered students the conditions for selfreflection, a self-managed life, and critical agency” (p. 118). Critical pedagogy is both a political
and moral practice that allows students to critically examine their world from a position of
agency. As a consequence, students can envision the possibilities of what it means to be engaged
citizens in a substantive democracy and their role within it. Hence, for Freire, pedagogy is vital
to the development of critical consciousness, social action, and social justice, and as such is an
empowering force to a vibrant democracy (Giroux, 2012).
Critical pedagogy of Henry Giroux. Recognized as one of the most significant thinkers
on education in the twentieth century, and for his role in pioneering the field of critical pedagogy,
Henry A. Giroux extends the work of Paulo Freire through the lens of the critical theorists
Theodor W. Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse, thus adding another layer from
which to view contemporary schooling in the lives of youth put at risk (Giroux, 1983; Robbins,
2009). What Giroux (1983) borrows from these critical theorists is: the importance of developing
a theory that both reveals and breaks the structures of domination; that analyzes and calls for the
processes of emancipation and the struggle for self-emancipation; and, as a central concern, calls
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for a discourse that acknowledges the influence of history, sociology, the depth psychology on
human agency, and structure that is situated under the umbrella of domination and contestation
of daily life. Similar to Freire, Giroux’s development of a critical/radical theory of pedagogy is
rooted in the context of his own struggles as a high school teacher, as well as the climate of
education at work in the United States during the 1970s. Giroux worked to expand aspects of
critical pedagogy he saw as limited, and he desired to link critical pedagogy to questions of
democracy and social movements (Freire Project, 2007; Giroux, 1983). In order to put into
perspective the position of radical educators, it seems necessary to clarify how the radical
educator perceives the main functions of public schooling as it did/does exist. Public schooling,
in the eyes of the critical educator, did/does offer little chance for social mobility, individual
development, and political and economic power for the disadvantaged. Thus, schools function as
an instrument of dominant ideology in the reproduction of forms of knowledge and skills needed
to reproduce the social division of labor (Giroux 1983, 2006).
According to Giroux (2006), critical/radical educators’ stance on education originates
with Karl Marx’s notion of reproduction as its central concept and as a theoretical foundation in
the development of a critical science of education. Giroux illuminates Marx’s theory of
reproduction:
Every social process of production, is, at the same time a process of reproduction
…Capitalist production, therefore …produces not only commodities, not only surplusvalue, but it also produces and reproduces the capitalist relation, on the one side the
capitalist, on the other the wage-labourer. (as cited in Giroux, 2006, p. 3)
For those who espouse a critical/radical theory of education, in order to truly understand the
function of schooling is to recognize that schools are not only instructional sites but also, just as
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importantly, schools are political and cultural sites and sites of struggle and contestations among
groups that differ both culturally and economically (Giroux, 2006). On the one hand, Giroux
(2006) recognizes the significant contributions of reproduction theorists such as Pierre Bourdieu
(Cultural-Reproductive Model), Samuel Bowles, Herbert Gintis, Louis Althusser, Christian
Baudelot and Roger Estable (Economic-Reproductive Model), Antonio Gramsci (HegemonicState Reproductive Model), and resistance theorists who have integrated neo-Marxist social
theory with ethnographic studies into the new sociology of education. On the other hand, he
places an emphasis on what he deems are essential flaws in both reproduction and resistance
theories. For Giroux (2006), what reproduction theories lack is an emphasis on or awareness of
human agency, and the notion of resistance and resistance theories lacks an understanding of
structural forces; he recognizes the damaging aspects of reproduction theory appropriated by
resistance theories and some of the valuable insights of reproduction theories of import to the
development of a critical science of education. Giroux (2006) sums up his position nicely:
Despite their concrete differences, resistance and reproduction approaches to education
share the failure of recycling and reproducing the dualism between agency and structure,
a failure that has plagued educational theory and practice for decades, while
simultaneously representing its greatest challenge. Consequently, neither position
provides the foundation for a theory of education that links structures and institutions to
human agency and action in a dialectical manner. (p. 7)
Giroux (2006) suggests that resistance theorists need to bridge the gap between human agency
and structural determinants in order to develop a concept of resistance that can contribute to
development of a critical pedagogy. For this to happen, resistance theorists must address the
aforementioned flaws as well as provide a theoretical rationale for the concept. The following
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discussion highlight salient characteristics of the economic-reproductive model, the cultural
reproductive model, the hegemonic-reproductive model, neo-Marxist theory as pointed out by
Giroux (2006) as well as Giroux’s new theory of resistance.
Theories of reproduction.
Economic-reproductive model. One of the most influential theories of reproduction is the
economic-reproductive model of Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis, which addresses the
relationships between schools and society and how subjectivities are constituted in schools
(Giroux, 2006). In order to understand the aforementioned, one must first acknowledge the
underlying premise grounded in the relationships between power and domination, and schooling
and economy. In essence, power is a commodity held by dominant groups, which they wield
over those in subordinate groups in the economic sphere, thereby reproducing class, gender, and
racial inequalities, which serve to function in the interest of those in power, that being the
accumulation of goods and expansion of capital. Additionally, at the core of the economicreproductive model is the notion that the classroom/school mirrors the every day activities of the
workplace through the hierarchically structured patterns of values, norms, and skills that
characterize both the workplace and the classroom. Therefore, the function of schools is to
inculcate students with a mindset that fosters their acceptance of the social and economic
priorities of a capitalist economy via the hidden curriculum. The notion of the hidden curriculum
places its emphasis on classroom social relations, which embody specific messages that sustain
capitalist logic and rationality, especially with regard to views of work, authority, social rules,
and values that are distinctive of the workplace. The notion of the hidden curriculum is best
understood with regard to its contribution to student subjectivities (the conscious and
unconscious dimensions of experience that inform student behavior Giroux, 2006).
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Giroux (2006) makes it quite clear that although theories of resistance are about complex
modes of analysis, they are also theories about the hidden curriculum. For that purpose, Giroux
identifies commonalties among both Bowles and Gintis and Louis Althusser, with regard to the
role of school knowledge in the reproducing capitalist relations of production and the material
aspect of the hidden curriculum that is political in nature. Giroux (2006) also makes a point of
drawing distinctions between them as well. Whereas Bowles and Gintis situate the hidden
curriculum within social relations that by some means become internalized by the students,
Althusser, explains this “hidden” process of socialization through a systematic theory of
ideology. Suffice to say, of import is Giroux’s (2006) analysis of Althusser’s notion of ideology:
Ideology is completely removed from any notion of intentionality, producing neither
consciousness nor willing compliance. Instead, it is defined as those systems of meanings,
representations, and values embedded in concrete practices that structure the
unconsciousness of students. The effect of such practices and their mediations is to
induce in teachers and students alike an “imaginary relationship…to their real conditions
of existence.” (p. 10)
To the foregoing, Giroux (2006) pulls from the work of Christian Baudelot and Roger Establet,
adding another facet to the economic-reproductive model. What Baudelot and Establet bring to
the table is the idea that human agency does not completely fall under the weight of dominant
forces; rather, dominant ideology is sometimes opposed and resisted by working-class youths,
both inside and outside of schools, as they try to negotiate the antagonistic class relations and
structured practices that shape their day-to-day lives both within and outside of school (Giroux,
2006). According to Giroux (2006), Baudelot and Establet rightly argue that working-class
students’ consciousness cannot be limited to the realms of the school and workplace but extend
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beyond those spheres. He elaborates, “Working-class student social formations-groups organized
around specific cultural experiences, values, and class, gender, and racial relations-with their
combination of hegemonic and oppositional ideologies, are primarily formed in the family, the
neighborhood, and in the mass- and class-mediated youth cultures” (Giroux, 2006, p. 11). In
contrast to Bowles and Gintis and Althusser, Baudelot and Establet provide an alternate
understanding of ideology—ideology as active–ideology as the realm of consciousness that
works through the contradictory relations of capitalism and school life, while simultaneously
being informed by and holding both dominant and oppositional ideologies (Giroux, 2006).
Cultural-reproductive model. According to Giroux (2006), cultural reproductive theorists
are concerned with developing a sociology of schools that links culture, class and domination
and places a priority on the mediating role of culture in the reproduction of class societies.
Giroux (2006) looks to Pierre Bourdieu’s perspective as essential to understanding the culturalreproduction theory. He argues that Bourdieu’s notion of cultural reproduction attempts to link
the role of culture to the logic of the dominant classes in schools and social sites; and through an
analysis of the relationships among dominant culture, school knowledge, and individual
biographies, links between the notions of structure and human agency are revealed. Through the
production and distribution of the dominant culture, schools, as part of larger symbolic
institutions, implicitly reproduce existing power relations and confirm what it means to be
educated. Therefore, culture becomes the mediating link by which dominant classes protect their
economic and political interests in everyday life and functions as a way to portray these interests
as necessary and natural elements of the social order. Thus, whether knowingly or unknowingly,
schools become the means by which cultural reproduction of the wider society or ruling class is
transmitted, thereby confirming the culture of the ruling class while simultaneously discounting
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the cultures of other groups (Giroux, 2006). Another notion central to the work of Pierre
Bourdieu is cultural capital. Cultural capital is the set of linguistic and cultural competences that
individuals inherit based on the social class of their family. Children inherit from their family
sets of meanings, qualities of style, modes of thinking, and types of dispositions, which correlate
to certain social values and status as assigned by the dominant class as the most valuable.
Schools play a key role in reproducing the dominant forms of cultural capital by legitimizing the
forms of knowledge, ways of speaking, and ways of relating to the world that align with the
values of certain family backgrounds and class relations over others. Thus, students whose
families have a fragile connection to the dominant cultural capital are disadvantaged from the
start (Giroux, 2006).
Hegemonic-state reproductive model. Marxist theorists who adhere to the hegemonicstate reproductive model place an importance on understanding the role of the State as central to
any analysis of how domination operates within the educational system. Therefore, this model
seeks to understand how underlying political factors lead to State interventionist policies that
structure and shape the reproductive function of education through repressive and ideological
apparatuses (Giroux, 2006). One perspective of Marxist theorists that links power and culture to
the repressive aspects of the State, Giroux emphasizes, is relationships between the State and
capitalism. Giroux (2006) looks to the work of Italian theorist Antonio Gramsci to explain the
relationship between the State and capitalism “The state is the entire complex of practical and
theoretical activities with which the ruling class not only justifies and maintains dominance, but
manages to win consent of those over whom it rules” (p. 21). Giroux further contends that from a
Marxist perspective, the State is viewed as a set of social relations organized around class
divisions that are linked to historical conditions of capitalist production. Giroux (2006) borrows
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from Althusser once more to illuminate how the State expresses ideological and economic
interests through both repressive and legitimizing institutions “The State is not a structure, it is
an organization; or better, it is a complex of social forms organized so that it inflects all relations
and ideas about relations in such a way that capitalist production, and all it entails, becomes
thought of as lived and natural” (as cited in Giroux, 2006, p. 22). Another nuance of the State, as
pointed out by Nicos Poulantzas, Giroux (2006) deems important is that the State and its various
agencies such as public schools must not be seen as only tools of manipulation by the ruling
class. Rather, inherent in the class relations of the State are the ongoing conflicts and
contradictions of different factions of the ruling class vying for social control and capital
accumulation through different means. However, what is foremost among the different factions
is securing the short-term policies that ensure the economic and ideological structures of
capitalism through a discourse of class domination and structured inequality (Giroux, 2006).
Giroux (2006) simplifies his analysis of the relationship between the State and the economy by
highlighting its definitive features: the relative autonomy of the State; the State is not an
instrument of any one dominant class faction; the State is a site marked by ongoing conflicts
among and between various class, gender and racial groups; and the State is primarily an
organization that actively defends capitalist society through repressive, as well as ideological
means. Finally, the State, through its capacity as an ideological and repressive apparatus, both
limits and channels the responses that schools can contribute to the ideology, culture, and
practices that represent the dominant society. The foregoing, in Giroux’s (2006) opinion, has a
significant bearing on education policy and practice.
Another perspective of the hegemonic-state reproductive model that is relevant, Giroux
(2006) asserts, are the underlying dynamics at work in the relationship between the State and

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

51

school. As an apparatus of the State, schools play a major role in furthering the economic
interests of the dominant classes through such efforts as state-established certification
requirements, small and large-scale government funding for educational research programs,
influence over the development of curricula, and the way policy is formulated without input from
teachers and parents. An area of concern is the relationship between power and knowledge,
especially how the State exercises and imposes its power through the production of truth and
knowledge in education as evidenced by the production of high-status knowledge, social
relations sanctioned by the state, and the reproduction of mental-manual labor (Giroux, 2006). A
feature of the knowledge-power relationship that is the byproduct of dominant ideology is the
separation of knowledge from power. Giroux (2006) quotes Poulantzas at length to shed light on
the knowledge-power dynamic:
The knowledge-power relationship finds expression in particular techniques of the
exercise of power-exact devices inscribed in the texture of the State whereby the popular
masses are permanently kept at a distance from the centres of decision making. These
comprise a series of rituals and styles of speech, as well as structural modes of
formulating and tackling problems that monopolise knowledge in such a way that the
popular masses are effectively excluded. (as cited in Giroux, 2006, p. 25)
Resistance studies. Giroux (2006) asserts that recent studies integrating neo-Marxist
social theory with ethnography have significantly contributed a body of literature that has
brought to the surface the dynamics of accommodation and resistance by analyzing how
detrimental socio-economic structures that are embedded in the dominant society work through
the mediations of class and culture to shape the oppositional experiences of students’ everyday
lives, both inside and outside of school. To clarify what the term resistance means relative to the
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aforementioned studies, Giroux (2006) proposes that resistance, in this case, represents the
critical analysis of schools as institutions and focuses on social activities and practices as
ultimately being a reflection of politics and culture. Some of the significant contributions to
schooling and theories of resistance identified by Giroux (2006) follow: identifying curriculum
as the discourse of dominant society as well as a possible means of emancipation; analyzing
experiences within the school through the lens of critical theory and human agency; realizing that
there are always elements of opposition that mediate relationships in the midst of home, school
and the work place; understanding the notion of reproduction exposes the process of selfformation within the working class, wherein through resistance, youth cut themselves off from
the political and social avenues available to them for pursuing an emancipatory relationship
between knowledge and dissent; recognizing that as the basis for human agency, cultural
production is the product of the active, ongoing, and collective medium of oppressed groups’
experiences; and recognizing the notion of relative autonomy—those moments of realization
that establish and support the critical notion of human agency because they do not reflect the
political, economic, ideological, or theoretical practices of dominant society.
To illustrate the aforementioned, Giroux (2006) draws from the work of Paul Willis,
Learning to Labour. In Learning to Labour, Willis’s 1972–1975 study reveals how a
“counterculture” existed among White working-class males or the “lads” from an English
industrial midlands school during the mid-1970s that rejected the status given to mental over
manual labor, as well as the notion that respect and obedience can be exchanged for knowledge
and success (Giroux, 2006, p. 29). For Willis, this “counterculture” is informed by an ideology of
resistance that is rooted in the shop-floor cultures of their family members and members of their
class (Giroux, 2006). Giroux (2006) explains, “The lads oppose this ideology because the
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counter-logic embodied in the families, workplaces, and street life that make up their culture
points to a different and more convincing reality” (p. 29). Although the lads become active
agents in the construction of their lives, at the same time, through their rejection of intellectual
labor, the lads cut themselves off from any possibility of utilizing critical thinking as a tool for
emancipation and social transformation (Giroux, 2006).
New theory of resistance. According to Giroux (2006), resistance is a valuable
theoretical and ideological lens for understanding and thinking about the relationship between
schools and the broader society, examining the multiple ways in which subordinate groups
experience educational failure, and restructuring new approaches of critical pedagogy. Giroux
(2006) argues that it is imperative that educators have a clear understanding about what the
concept of resistance means and how the concept applies to the development of a critical
pedagogy. The new resistance theory developed by Giroux (2006) suggests that resistance must
be the lens by which we examine how schools as social sites structure the experiences of
subordinate groups. Giroux (2006) states:
[The concept of resistance] depicts a mode of discourse that rejects traditional
explanations of school failure and oppositional behavior and shifts the analysis of
oppositional behavior from the theoretical terrains of functionalism and mainstream
educational psychology to those of political science and sociology. (p. 35)
Therefore, through the lens of resistance theory, we come to understand the causes and meanings
that undergird how youth experience education failure. Thus, oppositional behavior as a form of
resistance shifts from being seen as deviant and learned helplessness to being understood as a
form of behavior that reflects moral and political indignation. Moreover, oppositional behavior is
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not stereotyped, rather, all forms of oppositional behavior must be critically assessed as to
whether the behavior enriches human life or is a destructive force of basic human values.
In line with Giroux's notion of resistance, Willis (2003) puts a different spin on
oppositional behavior. Oppositional behavior, Willis (2003) theorizes, is the natural albeit
unintentional consequences of three waves of economic and technical modernization by way of
"top-down" practices and initiatives by power brokers and policy planners who ignore the
creative ways youth from "popular classes" (dominated, subordinate, and working-class groups)
bring into play the school as the site and instrument through which cultural responses to material
conditions are countered (p. 391). Willis (2003) contends, the "bottom-up" responses of youth
from popular classes come from a completely different place–a place that is informed by
different social perceptions, practices and assumptions. Instead of seeing resistant cultures as
pathological, in Willis's estimation, acts of resistance reveal elements of rationality. He states,
"These resistant cultures supply cultural forms and shields from stigma to blunt the cruel edge of
individualism and meritocracy in capitalist societies" (p. 394).
Giroux (2006) goes beneath the surface to reveal the assumptions and concerns about
school, which according to Giroux, traditional views of schooling and critical theories of
reproduction neglect. As the rationale for the notion of resistance, Giroux (2006) proposes the
following: celebrating the dialectical notion of human agency; utilizing resistance to understand
the structures that dominant and constrain the people’s experiences; realizing that as a
consequence of resistance theory, intentionality, consciousness, the meaning of common sense,
and the nature and value of non-discursive behavior emerge; grasping the notions of power as
both a mode of domination and an act of resistance; and recognizing that explicitly implied
within a theory of resistance is the hope for radical transformation. Giroux (2006) outlines other
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general criteria as essential to a theory of resistance: possibilities for social and selfemancipation; the critique of domination; opportunities for critical self-reflection and struggle;
and the embodiment of an element of counter-logic, which when examined reveals both
aspiration for freedom and rejection of social relations that are the antithesis of freedom. Giroux
(2006) sums up his position on resistance succinctly:
Resistance must be viewed from a theoretical starting point that links the display of
behavior to the interest it embodies, going beyond the immediacy of behavior to the
interest that underlies its often hidden logic, a logic that also must be interpreted through
the historical and cultural mediations that shape it. (p. 38)
The ultimate value of the notion of resistance, Giroux (2006) posits can only be
determined by the degree to which it advances critical thinking and reflective action; inspires
teachers, students, and parents to come together around issues of power and social determination;
and as the lens from which to build a critical pedagogy that addresses elements of power,
resistance, and human agency, as central to critical thinking and learning. At the same time,
Henry Giroux’s new theory of resistance offers an alternative perspective for adolescents to view
the relationships between the self and society as well. In the end, Giroux (2006) emphasizes,
there is no one panacea in our struggle for a new morality and new vision of social justice, rather,
there is the hope that resistance in schools will inspire forms of pedagogy that address new forms
of learning and social relations.
Methodological Considerations
In an attempt to illuminate the meanings student and staff participants ascribe to their
experiences in class and/or at GEC, this study will utilize qualitative inquiry as a mode of
research and a critical ethnography approach that employs grounded theory to collect and
analyze the data. Critical ethnography embodies the philosophy that researchers must take ethical
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responsibility to address inequality, discrimination, bias, oppression, and privilege within the
context of history, politics, and economics that play in our lives, as well as our own subjectivity
and political perspective or positionality (Madison, 2011). Moreover, critical ethnography
reflects the core values of the National Association of Social Workers Code of Ethics, which I
aspire to adhere to as social worker and researcher (i.e., service, social justice, dignity and worth
of the person, integrity, competence National Association of Social Workers, 2016). This is
especially important given that the focus of this study is to learn from the experiences of youth
put at risk by class, race/ethnicity, demographic location, and/or gender. For these reasons, a
critical ethnography approach will be employed.
This study draw on a grounded theory approach to collect and analyze the data leading to
the generation of emergent themes/subthemes (emergent theory) that are grounded in
experiences and perceptions of student and staff participants. The grounded theory approach
allows researchers to utilize all of their senses during interviews; to incorporate their
observations, interactions, and materials on the topic or setting in the construction of their data;
and themes to emerge naturally from narratives. In addition, grounded theory provides a
systematic approach to collect and analyze the data; the goal being to generate theory from a
social phenomena (Charmaz, 2006). These methods elaborated in Chapter 3.
Framing the Analysis: Guiding Theoretical Framework
In keeping with the overarching philosophical underpinnings of the theoretical
framework and methodological considerations for this study, this study is informed by the work
of Urie Bronfenbrenner’s and Margret Beale Spencer’s respective theories to analyze the themes
that emerged from the data.
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Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory/bioecological model of human
development. Bronfenbrenner (1976, 1979) offers a scientific perspective for research on the
ecology of human development that encompasses the developing person, the ecological
environment (immediate and larger social contexts), and the evolving interactions between the
developing person and his or her environments. To clarify, the concept of development is defined
by Bronfenbrenner (1979) as “A lasting change in the way in which a person perceives and deals
with his environment”; whereas ecological environment is “A set of nested structures, each
inside the next, like a set of Russian dolls” (p. 1.). Borrowing the terminology of Orville Brim
(1975), Bronfenbrenner refers to these nested system levels as the microsystem, mesosystem,
exosystem, and macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1975, 1976, 1977). The chronosystem was added
later as Bronfenbrenner continued to extend his thinking.
The microsystem is the innermost level that contains the developing person within an immediate
setting such as the home or school. A complex of interrelations take place within the
microsystem between the developing person and the environment in an immediate setting
that contains that person (Bronfenbrenner 1976, 1977). Bronfenbrenner (1977) defines a
setting as, “A place with particular physical features in which the participants engage in
particular activities in particular roles (e.g., daughter, parent, teacher, employee, etc.) for
particular periods of time” (p. 514). Hence, the elements of a setting include its physical
features, activities, roles, place, and time. The mesosystem, as described by Bronfenbrenner
(1977) is “A system of microsystems” (p. 515). More specifically, the mesosystem is
comprised of the interrelations and linkages among two or more settings that contain the
developing person at a specific point in time. For example, settings for a student may
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include the home, school, peer group, church, or workplace (Bronfenbrenner, 1976, 1977,
1979).
Although the exosystem is an extension of the mesosystem, it is clearly differentiated
from the former in that it involves one or more settings that do not contain the developing person.
However, events that occur at the exosystem level have a direct effect on or are affected by the
developing person’s immediate environment. Examples of exosystem settings include: the local
school board, a parent’s workplace, mass media, the neighborhood, agencies of government
(local, state, and national), communication and transportation services, informal social networks
(Bronfenbrenner, 1976, 1977, 1979).
The outermost level of the ecological environment is the macrosystem. An abstract
concept, the macrosystem is the overarching institutional patterns (blueprints) of a culture or
subculture, with the microsystem, mesosystem, and exosystem as concrete manifestations of the
macrosystem. To comprehend the complexity of the macrosystem, and the effect it has on a
developing person’s life, it helps to consider the major institutions at play within the
macrosystem that include the economic, social, educational, legal, and political systems
(Bronfenbrenner, 1976, 1977, 1979). An excerpt from Bronfenbrenner (1977) provides a clear
example of the complexity and influence of macrosystems or blueprints on the developing
person:
Some actually exist in explicit form as recorded laws, regulations, and rules. But most
macrosystems are informal and implicit—carried, often unwittingly, in the minds of the
society's members as ideology made manifest through custom and practice in everyday
life. (p. 515)
Throughout Bronfenbrenner’s works, he utilizes the term “evolving” or “still-evolving”
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when referring to his ecological systems theory and bioecological model, respectively
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).
Moreover, Bronfenbrenner also acknowledges what he saw as shortcomings or gaps in his
original conception of the ecology of human development as proposed in 1979 (Bronfenbrenner
& Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Accordingly, Bronfenbrenner added another
dimension beyond the environment to his ecological systems model–the chronosystem. In
addition, he reconceptualized the ecological systems model, which later became known as the
bioecological model of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci,
1994; Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).
Bronfenbrenner (1994) argued that traditional research in human development only
considered the passage of time in conjunction with the chronological age of the developing
person. Moreover, during the 1970s, researchers began to realize the importance of time as a
property of the developing person’s surrounding environment, as well as across the historical
time in which the developing person lives. To that end, Bronfenbrenner proposed the
chronosystem to identify research models that explore the impact of change and continuity over
time on the developing person, and within the environment in which the developing person lives,
for example, changes over the life course in family structure, socioeconomic status, employment,
place of residency, or the degree of stressors and ability in everyday life (Bronfenbrenner, 1994).
At the most basic level, the chronosystem is concerned with a life transition. A life
transition is identified as being either normative or nonnormative. Examples of the former
include school entry, puberty, entering the labor force, or marriage or retirement; whereas,
examples of the latter include death or severe illness in the family, divorce, or moving. At an
advanced level, the focus of the chronosystem is on the cumulative effects of a sequence of
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developmental transitions that occur over an extended period of the developing person’s life
course. Simply put, a life transition is the stimulus for developmental change (Bronfenbrenner,
1994).
The “still-evolving” bioecological model of human development as proposed by
Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) is the culmination of a series of reformulations of
Bronfenbrenner’s original theory on the ecology of human development. For example, the
concept of development evolved into the following:
The phenomenon of continuity and change in the biopsychosocial characteristics of
human beings, both as individuals and as groups. The phenomena extends over the life
course, across successive generations, and through historical time, both past and future.
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, p. 793)
The future is relevant in this context from the perspective of Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006)
because, as human beings, we have the capacity to alter the nature and course of the world in
which we live, thereby changing our own development. Emphasizing the need to examine the
connection between context, identity formation and developmental processes, Margaret Beale
Spencer extends the work of Urie Bronfenbrenner, applying a phenomenological perspective.
Spencer’s phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory. A dynamic systems
theory for examining positive youth development, Margaret Beale Spencer's Phenomenological
Variant of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST) is grounded in the assumptions that throughout
the life-course, human development is unavoidably shaped by both objective reality and
perception. Therefore, the meanings one attributes to their social encounters (i.e., their
perceptions) are ultimately determinative of life outcomes (Spencer, Dupree, & Hartmann, 1997;
Swanson, Spencer, Dell’Agnelo, Harpalani, & Spencer, 2002; Swanson et al., 2003). Because
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one perceives and acts on their perceptions, the meanings one derives, the responsive coping
processes one engages in, and the formal and informal "action plans" one constructs all have
important implications for one’s actions (Spencer, 2008, p. 696). At the same time, because
human variability represents both successes and failures of human coping processes, these
processes are unavoidably associated with emotions. For Spencer (2008), it is these unavoidable
life course processes that must be addressed; it is these unavoidable life course processes that
call for the integration of fundamental human development thinking with basic
phenomenological tenets and ecological perspectives. Accordingly, PVEST provides a
conceptual framework for analyzing the dynamic systems of self-appraisal and meaning-making
processes within the various contexts of development such as the school, family, and
neighborhood that unfold over time (Spencer, 2008).
The PVEST consists of five components: net vulnerability level, net stress engagement
level, reactive coping strategies, emergent identities, and life-stage specific coping outcomes.
These five components are linked by bidirectional, recursive processes, forming a dynamic,
cyclic model that describes identity development throughout the life course (Swanson,
Cunningham, Youngblood, & Spencer, 2009; Swanson et al., 2002). The first component, net
vulnerability level, is composed of two factors: risk contributors and protective factors. Risk
contributors, which function as liability, may predispose one to adverse outcomes, whereas
protective factors (i.e., cultural capital) serve to offset corresponding stage-specific risk
contributors (Swanson et al., 2002). The second component, net stress engagement level, consists
of the actual net experience of situations that pose challenges to one’s psychosocial identity and
well-being. These experiences are also risk contributors that can be countered by the supports
available that help one cope with stressful challenges (Spencer, Dupree, Cunningham, Harpalani,
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& Munoz-Miller, 2003; Swanson et al., 2002). The third component, reactive coping strategies,
are used as corrective problem-solving strategies for dissonance and stress producing situations
that lead to either adaptive or maladaptive solutions (Spencer et al., 2003; Swanson et al.,
2002). Examples of risk contributors and stressors include socioeconomic conditions of poverty,
violence, imposed expectations with regard to race and gender stereotypes, and larger historical
processes such as oppression and discrimination (Spencer et al., 2003; Swanson et al., 2002). As
one employs coping strategies, self-appraisal continues, and strategies that produce desirable
results for the ego are retained, thereby becoming stable coping responses. When coupled
together, these stable coping responses yield emergent identities (how one views one’s self), the
fourth component (Spencer et al., 2003; Swanson et al., 2003). What’s more, the self-appraisal
process is a key factor in identity formation and, as such, plays a vital role in life-stage specific
coping outcomes, the final PVEST component (Spencer, 2008; Spencer et al., 2003). Swanson et
al. (2003) assert, “Identity processes are of critical value in that they provide behavioral stability
over time and space. Identity lays the foundation for future perception, self-appraisal, and
behavior, yielding adverse or productive (resilient) life-stage, specific coping outcomes” (p. 749).
As Swanson et al. (2002) point out, Spencer’s PVEST provides researchers who seek to
promote positive youth development a theoretical framework to critically analyze and understand
how social, political, cultural, and historical contexts interact with and influence identity
formation. What makes Spencer’s PVEST particularly relevant with regard to my study is the
attention she gives to the unique circumstances of individual- context interactions for diverse
youth of color (Spencer, 2008; Spencer et al., 2003; Spencer, Dupree, & Hartmann, 1997;
Swanson, Cunningham, & Spencer, 2003; Swanson et al., 2002; Swanson et al., 2003).
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Research Question
This research will explore the educational experiences of youth attending an alternative
education program, which serves youth who struggled with traditional school settings and are at
risk of dropping out of schooling altogether. Specifically, I seek to understand how resistance,
critical pedagogy, and social justice-oriented civic engagement influence student cognitive,
social and emotional well-being and development and prepare students to participate in the civic
life of society. For that reason, the overarching research question that guides this study is What is
the impact of critical pedagogy and social justice-oriented civic engagement approaches to
learning on the cognitive, social, and emotional well-being and development of youth put at risk?
This study is grounded in the belief that as human beings we are products of the
contexts/conditions (social/material worlds) of our lives, and as such, our reality/identity is
socially constructed through our interactions with others, as well as with the social, economic,
and political institutions that consciously and unconsciously shape our daily lives, all of which is
embedded in and structured by our personal history and culture, as well as that of societies.
Moreover, what is vital to our self-preservation as individuals, as members of a social group, and
to a healthy democracy, is the possibility that as human beings we in turn, together, have the
wherewithal to act upon and transform the context/conditions (social/material worlds) of our
lives. As Paulo Freire (1970) has eloquently argued:
Human existence cannot be silent, nor can it be nourished by false words, but only by
true words, with which men transform the world. To exist, humanly, is to name the world,
to change it. Once named, the world in its turn reappears to the namer as a problem and
requires of them a new naming. Men are not built in silence, but in word, in work, in
action-reflection [sic]. (p. 88)
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As discussed further in Chapter 3, the original intent of this study did not come to fruition.
Instead, the focus of this study became about the meanings the youth and staff participants
ascribe to their experiences in Mr. Gardner’s class and/or at GEC.
Organization of Chapters
The critical role of American culture and context in the shaping of public education,
adolescent cognitive, social, and emotional well-being and development, and identity formation
are instrumental to the development and analysis of this study. In Chapter 2, a context that more
specifically positions the problems this study addresses with respect to public education in
America today, and a review of the theoretical literature and empirical research on the topics of
community service, service-learning, and civic engagement that are relevant to this study are
provided.
In Chapter 3, the reasons for choosing qualitative research as the mode of inquiry and
critical ethnography and grounded theory approaches for this study and description of each are
given. Then, a step-by-step description of the methods and procedures used for data collection
and analysis is detailed, after which the ethical considerations undertaken, subjectivity and
reflexivity, White privilege as a researcher, and the trustworthiness of the data (i.e., credibility,
validity, transferability) are addressed.
The placement and structure of Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 is a strategic decision for two
reasons: first, the chapters are structured in such a manner that staff and student participants’
characteristics and narratives, models of the students’ bioecological systems, and a model of
Spencer’s PVEST generated by their respective emergent themes serve as a background for the
analysis of the emergent themes; second, staff participants’ narratives/emergent themes and
analysis are presented first to emphasize the social and cultural contexts within which GEC’s
students live out their experiences.
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Section II of Chapters 4 and 5 present an analysis of staff and student participants’
respective emergent themes using Bronfenbrenner’s (1976, 1977, 1979, 1994; Bronfenbrenner
& Ceci, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) ecological
systems theory and bioecological model of human development and Spencer (2008), Spencer,
Dupree, and Hartmann (1997), and Swanson et al’s (2002) phenomenological variant of
ecological systems theory (PVEST) as a guiding framework in an effort toward understanding
how social, political, cultural and historical contexts interact with and influence identity
formation. Then, findings of other researchers as they relate to the respective emergent themes
are discussed.
Finally, in Chapter 6, the guiding literature, theoretical, and analytical framework for this
study are revisited. Then, key findings and conclusions drawn from analysis of the emergent
themes, followed by recommendations for policy and practice are presented. Questions derived
from the study and suggestions for future lines of inquiry identified.
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Chapter 2: Making a Case for Social Justice-Oriented Approaches to Learning
Public education in America today is in desperate need of connecting schooling to a
critical pedagogy and projects that honor students’ individual and collective identity(ies),
supporting positive social and emotional development, and asking students to critically examine
their world from a position of agency, especially for youth already put at risk by virtue of their
class, race/ethnicity, demographic location, and/or gender. Moreover, public education in
America today is in desperate need of connecting schooling to a critical pedagogy and projects
that foster the skills, knowledge, and opportunities necessary to reimagine the possibilities of
what it means to be engaged citizens in a democratic and just society and their role within it.
Educational philosophers and scholars have long recognized the fact that education is central to
social and cognitive development, the preservation of a democratic way of life and a just society.
In this chapter, a context that more specifically positions the problems this study
addresses with respect to public education in America today is provided. A review of the
literature yields an array of theoretical literature and empirical research on the topics of
community service, service-learning, and civic engagement that is relevant to this study. First, a
review of relevant empirical research is situated within the notion of schools as democratic
public spheres and teaching and learning toward social justice. Second, the importance of the
research problem, identification of relevant empirical literature, and a demonstration of the
significant gap in the literature and examples of three studies that merged critical pedagogy with
service-learning or civic engagement are given. Third, a thorough discussion on theory and
practice related to service-learning and civic engagement approaches to learning is offered.
Fourth, a rationale for using a civic engagement approach to learning through the lens of
teaching for social justice for this research with youth put at risk concludes the chapter.
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Schools as Democratic Public Spheres
John Dewey’s (1939) essay, “Creative Democracy–The Task Before Us,” written during
the rise of the Nazis, remains as relevant as ever. Dewey (1939) wrote:
At the present time, the frontier is moral, not physical [as it was during the pioneer stage
of American life] …Unused resources are now human rather than material. They are
found in the waste of grown men and women who are without the chance to work, and in
the young men and young women who find doors closed where there was once
opportunity. The crisis that one hundred and fifty years ago called out social and political
inventiveness is with us in a form which puts a heavier demand on human creativeness.
(as cited in Dewey, 1976, p. 225)
For Dewey (1939), that period in American history, once again called for the re-creation,
by deliberate and determined endeavor, the kind of democracy originally founded over two
centuries ago. Bernstein’s (2000) interpretation of Dewey’s essay provides valuable insight.
Dewey viewed democracy as a moral and ethical ideal that must be embodied in everyday
practices, as a reflective faith in the capacity of all human beings, and as forever faced with the
task of creating and recreating itself, Bernstein (2000) asserts. Counts (1949), along similar lines,
posits that the essence of a democratic society is reflected in the values it places on the individual
human being, regardless of race, ethnicity, creed, gender, or class. A society violates this basic
principle of democracy, he further reasons, when a human being is treated unequally and
arbitrarily with regard to education, economic opportunity, administration of justice, rights and
responsibilities, or access to social rewards and honors.
As pointed out in Chapter 1, Dewey (1916) viewed education as the means by which
society nurtured its young and renewed the life of the social group. Dewey (1916) also
maintained that education (educational process) is the only means by which the life of a
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democracy can continue to reorganize, construct and transform. Following Dewey, Counts
(1949) concludes, “The survival of every form of society rests upon education and that the
survival of every complex society rests upon a larger or smaller measure of organized education”
and thus, education is the bridge that links human beings to the values inherent in a democratic
society (p. 197).
Understanding the relationship between education and democracy, Biesta (2007) argues,
is as important and urgent today as it was during its inception in the polis of Athens. Once,
education was seen as central to the preservation of a democratic way of life, whereas today,
education is seen as the “instrument” to counter political apathy and bring about democracy (p.
742). The issue at hand, Biesta (2007) contends, is schools are tasked with the unrealistic
expectation of bearing sole responsibility for the formation of a democratic citizenry and the
creation of a democratic culture, while society at large bears none of the burden. Moreover,
schools are conveniently positioned to shoulder all the blame for any failures.
Biesta (2007) adds to the discourse by providing a different rationale for democratic
education, vis-à-vis the work of Hanna Arendt. How we understand the relationship between
education and democracy and what role schools should play in a democratic society, according
to Biesta (2007), all depends on our views about the kind of subjectivity that is considered as
desirable or necessary for a democratic society. In contrast to John Dewey's social conception of
democratic subjectivity, or what Biesta (2007) refers to as the “production” of the democratic
person, Biesta proposes that Arendt's political conception of democratic subjectivity shifts the
focus to opportunities for democratic action and democratic ‘learning-in-action” (p. 740).
Arendt’s philosophy of education centers on the idea that along with the capabilities to think and
reflect, human beings are active beings, and as such, being human is about what one does, or the
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active life. The active life, for Arendt, has three characteristics: labor (the activity that
corresponds to the biological processes of the human body), work (ways in which human beings
actively change their environment), and action or activity (the activity that goes on between
human beings, or the domain of the social Biesta, 2007). The act takes on a meaning all its own.
First, to take initiative or to bring something new into the world, for as unique human beings we
have the potential to do something that has not been done before. Second, we do not act in
isolation rather, to be subject, we need other to respond to our beginning. The connection
between Arendt’s political conception of democratic subjectivity and the idea of democracy is
illuminated by Biesta (2007):
Democracy can precisely be understood as the situation in which everyone has the
opportunity to be a subject, in which everyone has the opportunity to act and, through
their actions, bring their beginnings and initiatives into the world of difference and
plurality. (p. 757)
Ultimately, Arendt’s political conception goes beyond schools as producers of the
democratic individual and guards of democracy but extends to society at large and becomes a life
long process (Biesta, 2007). As Biesta (2007) tells us, in the final analysis, “Schools can neither
create nor save democracy-they can only support societies in which action and subjectivity are
real possibilities” (p. 765).
The work of Henry Giroux (1983, 1988, 2012) echoes the sentiments of Dewey,
Bernstein, Counts, and Biesta while at the same time, drawing attention to the crisis of public
values and education in America today, a crisis born out of a neoliberal ideology that continues
to shape public policies that foster a market-driven economy, push democracy to its vanishing
point, and undermine public values, subjecting educators and students alike to a form of “bare”
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or “stripped-down pedagogy that is void of critical thinking, reflection, creativity, dialogue, and
debate, thus extinguishing any possibility for critical or emancipatory possibilities for making
democracy meaningful and substantive or schools as democratic public spheres (Giroux, 2012, p.
2). For real educational reform to take place, Giroux (2102) argues, education both within and
without of formal schooling must be viewed as central to any viable notion of politics.
Furthermore, we must embrace a critical and formative culture that supports notions of social
and engaged citizenship, civic courage, public values, dissent, democratic modes of governing,
and a genuine belief in freedom, equality, and justice (p. xi). Dewey’s position, as articulated by
Robbins (2009), holds true to this day: “The crises of democracy needed to be countered with
more democracy, not less” (p. 472). Based on the foregoing notion that schools as democratic
public spheres play a crucial role in connecting learning to politics, justice, and democracy, it
logically follows that pedagogy and projects must reflect the values inherent in a just society.
Teaching Toward Social Justice
A just society. An investigation of the literature to define a theoretical foundation of
teaching for social justice led to the importance of first understanding what a “just society” ought
to be, when considering what tenets of teaching for social justice contribute to the creation of a
just society. Greene (1998) and Hofrichter (2003) argue a just society ought to be one in which
everyone affected by a decision has a part in making the decision; everyone has the occasion to
develop and exercise their intellectual, social, emotional, and expressive capacities; and everyone
can call for a democracy of political equality. What constitutes a just society, Bauman contends,
begins with an understanding that the translation of “justice” is the “responsibility for’ or Fursein,
into the language of society” (Bauman & Tester, 2001, p. 63). Subsequently, justice becomes an
ethical concern the moment the third party appears to the “moral party of two” (Bauman &
Tester, 2001, p. 61). In other words, justice involves continually considering the plight of others
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and taking responsibility for it. Moreover, in a just society, citizens are perpetually vigilant in
addressing injustices. Bauman explains:
Justice is a horizon which a just society tries to reach, a horizon which moves further
away with every step forward that society makes. Insisting on such steps and not
relenting in this insistence, come what may, are what make a society just. (Bauman &
Tester, 2001, p. 65)
Furthermore, a just society is morally sensitive to the needs of others. Moral sensitivity
requires watchfulness in the quest to address social ills. Therefore, a just society is a moral
society (Bauman & Tester, 2001).
Clarifying the term “social justice”. According to Hytten and Bettez (2011), of late, the
term “social justice” is utilized throughout educational institutions in mission statements, job
announcements, and educational reform proposals to create images of culturally responsive
schools that leave no child behind. Yet, the term “social justice” does not create a clear and
practical vision of social justice and its influences on pedagogy. In agreement, Hackman (2005)
claims there is an array of definitions for social justice education and its manifestations in the
classroom. Complicating matters, as Rizvi (1998) points out, is the fact that the idea of social
justice is embedded in historical discourses as well as conflicting and divergent political agendas,
thus adding to the ongoing debate on the multiple meanings used in education today (Dover,
2009; Hytten & Bettez, 2011). Reflecting the sentiments of Dover, Hytten and Bettez, Hackman,
and Rizvi, a review of literature on social justice education reveals several different definitions
for the term social justice as it relates to education. Carlisle, Jackson and George (2006) define
social justice education as “The conscious and reflexive blend of content and process intended to
enhance equity across multiple social identity groups (e.g., race, class, gender, sexual orientation,
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ability), foster critical perspectives, and promote social action” (p. 57). Hofrichter (2003) posits
that historically, the application of social justice was founded on the recognition of common
interests as well as a way to support democracy. Prilleltensky (2001) provides an alternative
definition of social justice as “The [promotion of] fair and equitable allocation of bargaining
powers, resources, and obligations in society in consideration of people’s differential power,
needs, and abilities to express their wishes” (p. 754). Simply expressed by Bell (1997), social
justice is, “The full and equal participation of all groups in a society that is mutually shaped to
meet their needs” (p. 3).
Characteristics of social justice education. A review of the literature on social justice
education reveals that what constitutes social justice education varies depending on the scholar.
Scholars offer both similar and different characteristics as essential components for social justice
education. Yet, it became clear that some of the desired characteristics that must be addressed in
a social justice approach to education are consistently reflected in the literature such as critical
thinking, critical reflection, dialogue and debate, dissent, voice, reciprocal partnerships
(collaboration), knowledge construction, self-development, advocacy, praxis, positionality,
respect for others, resistance, commitment, high expectations, raising awareness, culture, student
identity, history, oppression, and historical and power relations (Cammarota & Fine, 2008;
Carlisle, Jackson & George, 2006; Dover, 2009; Gordon, 2009; Greene, 1998; Hackman, 2005;
Hofrichter, 2003; Kline & Megan, 2005; Picower, 2012; Torres-Harding & Meyers, 2013;
Westheimer, 2009). Other desired tenets of social justice education are rooted in the critical
pedagogy of Paulo Freire (1970), which include conscientization or critical consciousness, the
problem-posing education concept, praxis, and education as political and liberatory (Ayers,
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1998; Dover, 2009; Carlisle, Jackson, & George, 2006; Gordon, 2009; Greene, 1998; Hackman,
2005; Hytten & Bettez, 2011; Torres-Harding & Meyers, 2013).
Thoughtful of the literature, Ayers (2010) states, “Teaching for social justice has become
a kind of short hand for progressive and democratic approaches, and like most short-hand,
something is lost in translation” (p. 8). With that in mind, I propose retaining the essence of the
aforementioned characteristics along with the core value and characteristics proposed by William
Ayers as a guide toward teaching for social justice/democracy teaching. First and foremost,
Ayers (2010) describes the core value of teaching for social justice/democracy teaching:
Education in a democracy—at least theoretically—is geared toward and powered by a
particularly precious and fragile ideal, which can be simply stated: every human being is
of infinite and incalculable value; each a unique intellectual, emotional, physical, spiritual,
moral, and creative force; each person is born free and equal in dignity and rights; each
endowed with reason and conscience; each deserving, then, a community and a sense of
brotherhood and sisterhood, recognition, and respect. This core value must express itself
explicitly and implicitly in education as in every other aspect of associative living. (p. 31)
Furthermore, Ayers (2009) also suggests that teaching for social justice must incorporate
democratic teaching, schools as arenas of struggle, and a pedagogy of questioning. Democratic
teaching is the recognition that students need to be able to think for themselves in democracy,
make judgments based on evidence and argument, and develop a mind of their own. Moreover,
students need to have the opportunity to name the world for themselves and identify barriers to
their full humanity. Teaching for social justice also means acknowledging that schools are arenas
of struggle as well as hope and, as such, should provide the space for youth to look at the world
anew, to question and confront the realities of the “real world,” as well as a place to hope and
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dream about the possibilities for the future. Central to a pedagogy of questioning is what Ayers
(2009) refers to as a radical rethinking of the relationships that exist between teacher and student,
students and learning, schools and society, and education and democracy. Therefore, through the
act of questioning, schools can become open spaces of curiosity, imagination, perspective, and
dialogue, which can empower students to become their own agents.
Exploring the Relevant Empirical Literature
As neoliberal ideology continues to dominate public discourse on schooling and
education policy with corporate school reform as its mantra, public education in America moves
further away from the noble aims of intellectual and moral development of its young once
proposed by Dewey, thereby effectively reconstructing the culture that exists in most public
schools, a culture that is void of critical thinking, thoughtful dialogue and debate, and dissent
(Giroux, 2012; Saltman, 2012). Forced to work within the context of corporate school reform
and all that implies, what strategies can educators use to create the types of educational
environments that engage students in a critical dialog, foster a space for students to find their
own voice, develop trusting relationships, acquire a sense of belonging and feelings of
connectedness to their schools and community, support their cognitive social and emotional
development, provide an understanding about their role and responsibilities as citizens, and
contribute to a more just society? A review of the literature suggests that service-oriented
approaches to learning such as community service, service-learning or civic engagement have
the potential to provide the types of experiences that Dewey (1916), Freire (1970), and Giroux
(2006) maintain can contribute to the aforementioned, along with supporting cognitive, social
and emotional development.
The literature demonstrates that service-oriented approaches to learning such as
community service, service-learning, or civic engagement have the potential to foster civic
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engagement through active service in the community that addresses real community needs,
thereby developing a better sense of civic responsibility, civic attitudes, appreciation of diversity,
increased responsibility towards the community, increased political efficacy, civic competence,
improved critical thinking abilities, promote healthy social and emotional development and
strengthens their education (Billig, 2000; 2002; 2011; Cohen, 2006; Eflin & Sheaffer, 2006;
Eyler, 2002; Goldberg & Coufal, 2009; Grabert & Wells, 2004; Johnson, Johnson-Pynn & Pynn,
2007; Kielsmeir, Scales, Roehlkepartain, & Neal, 2004; Lakin & Mahoney, 2006; Morgan &
Streb, 2001; Schmidt, Shumow, & Kackar, 2007; Strage, 2004; Wade, 1997, 2007; Wade &
Yarbrough, 2007).
At the same time, proponents of service-oriented approaches that extol their benefits also
address the views of critics and the limitations in current research. Wade (2007) points out that
critics of service-learning argue that service-learning is limited by its inability to help students
develop a commitment to social justice and often ignores the root causes of the issue at hand
(Wade, 2007). Based on extensive research summaries of the impacts of service-learning on
participating K–12 students and schools from 1980 to 1990, Billig (2002) suggests research in
service-learning should be read with caution as studies were performed as program evaluations
which limits their general applicability; few studies used control groups, and none used random
assignment of participants. Wade and Yarbrough (2007), in agreement, state that service-learning
research must be considered within the context of one or more of the following limitations:
program evaluations conducted primarily or solely to meet reporting requirements, one shot
efforts such as dissertations, lack of control groups or tracking participants over time, self-report
data, and a wide variance in program quality (p. 374).
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In contrast, in December of 2014, a search on Google Scholar revealed a serious gap in
the literature on empirical research that speaks to the merging of critical pedagogy and serviceoriented approaches to learning. This is evidenced by the fact that a search by title on critical
pedagogy and civic engagement, critical pedagogy and service-learning, and critical pedagogy
and community service only found a combined total of 54 results (Google Scholar, 2014).
Similarly, an Esearch of Eastern Michigan University’s library database by title on critical
pedagogy and civic engagement, service-learning, and community service only found a total of
15 results, none of which were related to civic engagement (Eastern Michigan University, 2014).
The same search in April of 2016 was performed, which yielded only one more study. The
continued lack of empirical research only serves to reinforce the original premise.
Merging Critical Pedagogy with Service-Oriented Approaches: Three Studies
Three separate projects provide valuable insight into the possibilities and challenges of
merging critical pedagogy with civic engagement or service-learning as collaborative and
transformative efforts between educators and students and their families, schools, and
communities. Jose Calderon, a professor at Pitzer University in California, combines the practice
of critical pedagogy with civic engagement and diversity in his “Rural and Urban Social
Movements” class. One of several successful collaborative efforts between Calderon, his
students, other faculty, and community organizations was the establishment of the Pomona Day
Labor Center in 1997 (Calderon, 2008). Through community-based participatory research, the
students worked with the city of Pomona’s day laborers to protest an ordinance that was passed
to fine day laborers for seeking employment on street corners. Together, the students and day
laborers protested the ordinance, researched how other cities dealt with the issue, and applied for
and received $50,000 in funding to open the Pomona Day Labor Center, a non-profit
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organization funded through both city and private funds. The Center is still thriving today
(Calderon, 2008). Calderon (2008) summarizes the experience:
The Center partnership represents the new kind of hybrid organizational/educational/civic
space that is emerging around the edges of some of our college campuses today. It
promises to be a transformative borderland where new forms of translation can occur that
integrate the academic world with civic purpose, learning with action, theory with
practice, and reciprocal research with collective social change. (p. 2)
A longitudinal study by Adejumo (2010) of the Children of the Future (COTF) art
program at Sawyer Recreation Center, located in a low-income housing project known as
Poindexter Village in Columbus, Ohio, also offers a glimpse at the potential positive impact of
merging critical pedagogy and service-learning. From 1996 to 2006, Adejumo (2010), as
participant-observer, interacted with the program’s art instructors and youth participants in
several projects to promote artistic and cultural development in the Poindexter community.
Almost all of the youth participants were African American females from low-income families
and ranged in age from 5 to 16 years of age. For example, one project designed by 15
participants, called, “Build a New and Safe Community,” was in response to a fatal incident in
the community. Working collaboratively, the art instructors and youth participants held group
discussions, exchanged ideas, and physically mapped out a design of the community that
identified safe and dangerous routes for the children. The art instructors hoped the participants’
efforts would accomplish two goals: the need of participants to be mindful of personal
responsibilities and safety within their community would be reinforced, and youth directly
impacted by the murder of their cousin could channel their anger in a productive manner
(Adejumo, 2010).
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Two interpretive case studies by Miskovic and Hoop (2006) to examine the collaborative
process between an urban university research center and its community partners, demonstrate
that sometimes, even when a project is well thought out, moving from theory to practice may not
come to fruition. The overarching goals of the projects were to foster engagement of youth in
civic life through social research and raise awareness of social inequality and injustice. One of
the projects involved a university research center, Chicago schools, and the City Educational
Institute (CEI) community partners. A 16-week Empowerment Workshop was implemented by
faculty members of the schools. The workshop was developed specifically by CEI to provide
students the opportunity to explore their own leadership potential, build positive peer
relationships, build leadership skills, explore and understand community issues and strategies for
action, and design and implement a service project based on student interests. Some of the
students’ interests included racism, disabilities, homelessness and violence. As participants, the
role of the researchers was to teach the youth how to conceive, develop, research, and report on
social issues the students felt were important to them and their communities. Over 200 students
participated in the workshop, which consisted almost entirely of Latina and African American
females between the ages of 13 and 14. In short, the researchers critically assessed the project,
identifying some key issues: the research process itself was muddied by the varied dynamics of
the different people involved, a question about whether the students had the opportunity for
authentic voice, and a question about whether the students made a connection between the
personal and political. Miskovic and Hoop (2006) clarify their assessment:
Our impression is that students were conscious about their race, class, and gender and
that their participation in the research process made them even more cognizant. But they
felt inept to take action, at least on the scale that was suggested during the research. It
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seems that the adults, who designed and implemented the ideas of what it means to feel
empowered and confident to take social action, did not take enough into account the
difficulties that 13- and 14-year-olds might experience when dealing with abstract ideas
of difference and social change. It is not that students did not have a chance to link their
everyday life with broader societal forces; rather, they missed the opportunity to do
something in their communities that was meaningful for them, not the adults. (p. 286)
Miskovic and Hoop (2006) also determined that student gains from the research were the
consequence of business-as- usual school praxis.
Service-Oriented Approaches to Learning
In this section, the theoretical foundation for each approach, the definitions associated
with the terms service-learning and civic engagement in relationship to education, and
identification of key characteristics of civic engagement are discussed.
Service-learning & civic engagement: A theoretical foundation.
Service-learning. Service-learning in America can be traced back to the late 19th and
early 20th centuries with scholars recognizing progressive educational reformer John Dewey as
the most influential figure in the development of service-learning. A review of the literature in
service-learning provides a rationale for utilizing the work of Giles and Eyler (1994) who
analyze the works of Dewey to develop a theory of service-learning as a guide to pedagogical
practice, which is grounded in the works of Dewey (Berman, 2006; Billig, 2000; Eyler & Giles,
1994; Johnson, Johnson-Pynn & Pynn, 2007; Morgan & Streb, 2001; National Center For
Educational Statistics [NCES], 2016a; Saltmarsh, 1996; Schmidt, Shumar, & Kackar, 2007;
Seitsinger, 2005; Strage, 2004; Wade, 1995). In 1994, due to a dramatic increase in focus on
service-learning both in practice and research as well as the lack of clarity about a definitive
theory of service-learning, Giles and Eyler (1994) set out to develop a theory of service-learning
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rooted in the work of Dewey that was both a body of knowledge and a guide for pedagogical
practice. According to Giles and Eyler, from the time the term “service-learning” was first
coined in 1967, there was not a common agreed upon definition for service-learning or principles
of good service and learning for twenty-five years, which was both reflected in practice and the
research until the work of Honnet and Paulsen in 1989, Kendall and Associates in 1990, and the
National and Community Service Acts of 1990 and 1993. Giles and Eyler determined there was
one central tenet among the above-mentioned writings with regard to service-learning that was
based on the preamble of the “Principles of Good Practice in Combining Service and Learning”
by Honnet and Paulsen (1989), “Service, combined with learning, adds value to each and
transforms both” (as cited in Giles & Eyler, 1994, p. 78). Additionally, based on the work of
Kendall and Associates (1990), it was determined that the definition of service-learning could be
broken down into two groups: service-learning as a kind of education and service-learning as a
philosophy. Thus, the aforementioned became the conceptual basis for their work.
Giles and Eyler’s (1994) theory of knowing in service-learning draws from Dewey’s
educational philosophy of experience that includes the principles of experience, inquiry, and
reflection, in other words, how learning takes place, what learning is, and the relation of learning
to action. Two concepts form the core of Dewey’s philosophy of experience: the principle of
continuity and the principle of interaction. Thus, Dewey believed that experiences are educative
when they are built on previous ones and directed toward growth and development (principle of
continuity), and when individuals interact with their environment (principle of interaction).
Inquiry, or what Dewey referred to as the scientific method, involves the problematizing of
experience wherein an individual’s belief or way of knowing is made uncertain, thereby
perplexing and challenging the mind, after which the individual can begin the process of inquiry.
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Furthermore, inquiry is the means by which citizens engage in the process of democracy.
Reflection or reflective thinking is the idea that thinking and action are inseparable and is the
active, persistent and careful consideration of one’s beliefs and their basis of knowing.
Subsequently, as a way for experiences to be truly educative, Dewey proposed using projects
that meet the following four benchmarks: they must generate interest, must be worthwhile
intrinsically, must present problems that awaken new curiosity for information, must cover a
considerable time span and be capable of fostering development over time (Giles & Eyler, 1994).
Giles and Eyler (1994) also draw from Dewey’s social and political philosophy to inform
their theory of service-learning that includes the Great Community, citizenship, and democracy.
A concept of Dewey’s social philosophy, the Great Community revolves around democratic
participation and the relationship of knowing to overcoming social ills. Giles and Eyler (1994)
contend that, for Dewey, communal association is the soul of democracy and as such gives rise
to the moral, intellectual, and emotional aspects of life. Viewing schools as democratic
institutions and the fundamental connection between students and society, Dewey argued that
students should experience the mutuality of social life through service. Giles and Eyler (1994)
sum up Dewey’s idea of democracy best:
Democracy was not really a separate category of philosophy for Dewey. It was the goal
and the means that infused all of his thinking…From [his] faith in democracy, Dewey
derived his notion of community, his belief in the possibility of citizenship as a mutual
enterprise that addressed social ills, and his faith in the school as the potential model of
democracy. (p. 82)
Civic engagement. A review of the literature demonstrates that service-learning/servicerelated programs are intrinsically linked. Service-learning/service-related programs foster civic
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engagement through active service in the community that addresses real community needs, thus
developing a better sense of civic responsibility, civic attitudes, appreciation of diversity,
increased responsibility towards the community, increased political-efficacy, civic competence,
improved critical thinking abilities, promoting healthy development and strengthening their
education (Billig, 2000, 2011; Cohen, 2006; Eflin & Sheaffer, 2006; Eyler, 2002; Goldberg &
Coufal, 2009; Grabert & Wells, 2004; Johnson, Johnson-Pynn & Pynn, 2007; Kielsmeir, Scales,
Roehlkepartain, & Neal, 2004; Morgan & Streb, 2001; Schmidt, Shumar, & Kackar, 2007;
Strage, 2004; Wade, 1997; 2007; Wade & Yarbrough, 2007).
As service-learning/service-related programs and civic engagement are intrinsically
linked, it seems appropriate that civic engagement is also rooted in the works of John Dewey.
According to Ehrlich (2000), over a century ago Dewey proposed civic engagement as a strategy
for creating better communities. Ehrlich concisely sums up the impact of Dewey’s work on civic
engagement, “John Dewey envisioned education as a means to promote a democratic society
encouraging and supporting involvement in civic activities in order to realize the full potential of
its citizens and communities” (p. 409). Consequently, for Dewey (1916) and Ehrlich (2000),
American democracy and education are intertwined with moral, civic, and cognitive learning.
Therefore, it comes as no surprise that Hildreth (2012) proposes Dewey’s philosophy of
experience as the theoretical foundation for a theory and practice of youth civic engagement. In
light of the foregoing discussion, it seems plausible to suggest that, as with service-learning,
John Dewey’s philosophy of experience submitted by Giles and Eyler (1994) offers a theoretical
basis for a theory of civic engagement.
Service-learning & civic engagement: Clarifying the meaning.
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Service-learning. Reminiscent of Giles and Eyler’s (1994) discussion 20 years ago,
currently there is still no universal definition for the term service-learning. According to Billig
(2000) and Dymond, Renzaglia and Chun (2008), the term “service-learning” has been widely
reported in education literature since the early 1970s and has been used interchangeably with the
term “community service.” There is, however, a distinction between the two. “Service-learning”
and “community service” have different meanings among educators and organizations. The
National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) defines service-learning as “curriculum-based
community service that integrates classroom instruction with community service activities”
(NCES, 2016b), and service with regard to service-learning must be related to academic course
or curriculum, have clearly stated learning objectives, address real community needs in a
sustained manner over a period of time, and provide a set time to work with students to draw
lessons from the service through reflection or critical analysis activities. Alternately, community
service is defined as “activities that are non-curriculum-based and are recognized by and/or
arranged through the school,” and service can be mandatory or voluntary, usually does not
include explicit learning objectives or critical analysis activities, and may include activities off
school grounds but usually occurs at school (NCES, 2016b). In contrast, a review of the literature
reveals that there is a consensus among scholars that students who engage in high quality
service-learning have the potential to reach desired outcomes, wherein high quality is said to
meet the Essential Elements of Service-Learning as recommended by the National Youth
Leadership Council (NYLC) in 1998, which was revised in 2008 and released as the K–12
Service-Learning Standards for Quality Practice (Berman, 2006; Billig, 2002; 2011; Billig, Jesse,
& Grimley, 2008; Eyler, 2002; Kielsmeier, Scales, Roehlkepartain, & Neal, 2004; National
Youth Leadership Council [NYLC], 2014; Scales, Roehlkepartain, Neal, Kiesmeier, & Benson,
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2006; Wade, 1997, 2007). Therefore, for the purpose of this study a K–12 Service-Learning
Standards for Quality Practice as a frame of reference for a working definition of servicelearning was applied.
Civic engagement. An examination of existing definitions in the literature on civic
engagement by Adler and Goggin (2005) found there is no single widely agreed-upon meaning
as well as a wide range of existing definitions. They found that the interest and perspectives of
the definer define the meaning. This sentiment is reflected by the selection of examples they
provide on the different points of view about the meaning of civic engagement, such as civic
engagement as community service, civic engagement as collective action, civic engagement as
political involvement, civic engagement as social change, and civic engagement in broader terms
from which this study borrows. Along with the former definitions of civic engagement that are
limited to a specific area or type of activity, Adler and Goggin (2005) also discovered that other
definitions were broader in scope and included a broad range of activities.
Civic engagement as community service is defined by Diller (2001) as “An individual’s
duty to embrace the responsibilities of citizenship with the obligations to actively participate,
alone or in concert with others, in volunteer service activities that strengthen the local
community” (p. 21). Civic engagement as collective action is defined as “Any activity where
people come together in their role as citizens” (Diller, 2001, p. 22). Hollister (2007) provides
another way to understand civic engagement as collective action, “Citizenship is fundamentally
about collective action, which is more than the behavior of individuals and groups. It is about
deeper collaboration, about intense joint activity rather than the sum total of individual acts”
(“Lives of Active Citizenship,” 2002). Civic engagement as political involvement is defined by
Diller (2001) as “An individual ethic of service in that it directs individual efforts toward
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collective action in solving problems through our political process” (p. 7).
To provide a fuller understanding of the political and collective dimensions of the term
civic engagement, another example by Bernie Ronan of the Center of Civic Participation (2004)
on the historical roots of the word is presented:
The Latin word civis has found its way into two words in our language, city and citizen.
Civic engagement is about rediscovering politics, the life of the polis, the city where men
and women speak and act together, as citizens. The word civic, when connected to
engagement, implies work, work that is done publicly and benefits the public, and is done
in concert with others. (as cited in Adler & Goggin, 2005, p. 238)
Adler and Goggin (2005) also look to the work of David Crowley (n.d) who, they
contend, speaks to the element of social change inherent in civic engagement, “Civic
engagement describes how an active citizen participates in the life of the community in order to
help shape its future. Ultimately, civic engagement has to include the dimensions of social
change (as cited in Adler & Goggin, 2005, p. 239).
Along with the former definitions of civic engagement that are limited to a specific area
or type of activity, Adler and Goggin (2005) discovered that other definitions were broader in
scope and included a broad range of activities “[Civic engagement is] experiencing a sense of
connection, interrelatedness, and, naturally, commitment towards the greater community (all life
forms)” (as cited in Adler & Goggin, 2005, p. 240). Ehrlich (2000) offers an overarching
description for the meaning of the term civic engagement that is inclusive of the previous
definitions, yet simplistic:
Civic engagement means working to make a difference in the civic life of our
communities and developing the combination of knowledge, skills, values and motivation
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to make that difference. It means promoting the quality of life in a community, through
both political and non-political processes. (p. vi)
Equally important, Ehrlich (2002) takes the meaning of civic engagement to another level,
adding the ethical dimension to the mix:
A morally and civically responsible individual recognizes himself or herself as a member
of a larger social fabric and therefore considers social problems to be at least partly his or
her own; such an individual is willing to see the moral and civic dimensions of issues, to
make and justify informed moral and civic judgments, and to take action when
appropriate. (p. xxvi)
As evidenced by the above discussion, Youniss et al. (2002) provide an insightful
analysis of the issue at hand, arguing that the elements that constitute civic competency and
citizenship are open to debate.
Characteristics of civic engagement. Throughout the literature there is an array of ideas
about what civic engagement/civic education programs should entail. The Center for Placedbased Learning and Community Engagement (2008) suggests strategies for civic engagement
should include learning about the community, developing authentic relationships, continually
seeking and establishing relevance in your program, reaching deeply and broadly to diverse
stakeholders, developing effective partners, knowing what’s possible, and taking time to
thoroughly work through the process. Morgan and Streb (2001) provide three key aspects of
citizenship that are vital for a healthy democracy: a positive self-concept, political engagement,
and tolerance. In 1998, the National Center for Education Statistics established a Civics
Framework for the National Assessment of Education Progress. The framework focuses on
knowledge, intellectual and participatory skills, and civic dispositions, all of which are
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fundamental elements of civic education in America. Civic knowledge is grouped within five
fundamental areas: civic life, politics, and government; foundations of American political
system; the Constitution; the relationship of the United States to other nations and to world
affairs; and the role of citizens in American democracy. Youth should be able to use their
intellectual skills such as the ability to identify, describe, explain, and analyze information and
the ability to evaluate, take, and defend a position on public issues. At the same time, youth
should acquire participatory skills such as the ability to influence civic life via working with
others, expressing ideas, and managing conflict. Civic dispositions revolve around beliefs in the
rights and responsibilities of a citizen by way of participation in civic affairs that include voting
or community service, and personal, political, and economic responsibilities (Donahue et al.,
1999). Based on the above-mentioned characteristics of civic engagement/civic education
programs, it seems both appropriate and a natural progression to consider as a frame of reference
a working definition of the characteristics of public democratic citizenship as put forth by Sehr
(1997).
Sehr (1997) maintains that current hegemonic understandings and practices of democracy
are inadequate, thus stripping away the ability of citizens to consciously shape the future of
society. Providing youth with more publicly oriented, participatory democratic ideas and
practices creates an atmosphere of possibility, the possibility of reconstructing American
citizenship founded on public values, attributes and practices. Sehr (1997) draws from social and
political theorists whose work is steeped in a tradition that embraces a political philosophy that
views democracy as publicly oriented rule by participation. The characteristics of public
democratic citizenship suggested by Sehr (1997) are comprised of five major orienting values,
along with abilities and skills that foster democratic citizenship. The five values are an ethic of
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care and responsibility as a foundation for community and public life, respect for the equal right
of everyone to the conditions necessary for their self-development, appreciation for the
importance of the public, a critical/analytical social outlook, and the capacities necessary for
public democratic participation. An ethic of care and responsibility as a foundation for
community and public life is based on the understanding that as people we are interconnected
and interdependent (individuals-in-relations) and as such need to live as responsible members of
communities. As individuals-in-relations, we must have respect for the equal right of everyone to
the conditions necessary for their self-development. This requires equal individual and civil
rights and equal political power and voice within the context of a publicly oriented concept of
democracy subsequently creating a balance between our rights as individuals and our
responsibility to each other and the larger community, thereby generating an atmosphere that
promotes a sense of justice that continually considers both the individuals and social concerns.
The value of appreciation for the importance of the public refers to the importance of
recognizing that new public spheres as sites for discussion and debate of public issues are needed,
understanding the public nature of certain “personal” problems, acknowledging the need to
participate in public debate and discussion as well as the need to take action and address public
issues. Sehr suggests a critical/analytical social outlook is developed through both the critical
examination of the nature of social reality and the everyday “commonsense” realties and the
underlying power relations that exist in a social situation. The capacities necessary for public
democratic participation include the ability to analyze written, spoken and imaginative language;
the ability to clearly convey one’s ideas through oral and written expression; a habit of active
listening; an ability to work collaboratively with others; basic knowledge of the U.S.
constitutional rights and the process of government at both the local and national levels;
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knowledge of the complexities and interconnectedness of major issues as they relate to each
other as well as to issues in the past; the self-confidence and independence of mind necessary to
take appropriate action when needed; and the ability to learn more about new issues that may
arise (Sehr, 1997).
Conclusion
In this chapter, the theoretical literature and empirical research were drawn from in order
to demonstrate that public education in America today is in desperate need of connecting
schooling to a critical pedagogy and projects that can support students’ social and cognitive
development, the preservation of a democratic way of life, and a just society. To this end, the
importance of schools as democratic public spheres and teaching and learning toward social
justice from a theoretical perspective were discussed. The relevant empirical research that shows
support for service-oriented approaches to learning, the gap in the literature with regard to
merging critical pedagogy with service-learning or civic engagement, and the theory and practice
related to service-learning and civic engagement approaches to learning were also identified.
Keeping in mind the previous discussion along with the contextual literature and theoretical
framework discussed in Chapter 1, it is argued that utilizing a critical pedagogy approach to
education through the lens of resistance that integrates a social justice-oriented civic engagement
approach to learning has the potential to create an educational environment and experience that
can contribute to adolescent social and emotional development and provide the kinds of
opportunities necessary for youth to reimagine the possibilities of what it means to be engaged
citizens in a democratic and just society and their role within it. The prophetic words written by
George Counts (1949) almost seventy years ago still hold true today:
We in America, in my judgment, have never given adequate thought to the question of
the development of an education that is suited to our democracy, practically in the present
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industrial age. If we ever do, the result will be something new in the history of
education…The major difficulty which all democracies confront here is the achievement
through the democratic process of an educational program designed to strengthen
democracy (p. 223)
The following chapter provides a detailed description of the research methods employed
to collect and analyze the data for this study.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

The selection of qualitative inquiry, critical ethnography and grounded theory approaches
to collect and analyze data for this study was founded on their respective overarching
philosophical assumptions in an effort to understand the meanings student and staff participants
attribute to their experiences. This chapter begins by elaborating on the justification for the
methodology, followed by a discussion on qualitative research, critical ethnography, and
grounded theory. Next, a detailed description of the research design, study population, sample,
sample techniques, characteristics of the participants, data collection procedures, and data
analysis is provided. Then, the procedures to protect the safety, confidentiality, and anonymity of
participants are detailed, after which researcher subjectivity, reflexivity, and privilege are
discussed. Finally, the steps taken to ensure the trustworthiness of the data are presented, with a
brief conclusion following.
Justification for Methodology
As far back as I can remember I loved listening to stories about other people’s lives.
When I look back, I realize my love of stories came from the time I spent with Grandma Evans,
my maternal grandmother. I was held captive by her voice as she recalled her own childhood
growing up in Laceyville, Pennsylvania; how she met my grandfather, or stories about my
mother when she was young. I never grew tired of her stories, although I have no doubt she grew
tired of hearing me ask her to tell me a story again. I also remember how fascinated and totally
engrossed I was whenever my father would talk about his early childhood in southern Italy. I
created an image in my mind’s eye of their lived experiences.
It was what my father didn’t say about his experiences as an Italian immigrant and his
time in battle during WWII that still intrigues me to this day. My father, an Italian immigrant,
was the son of a peasant farmer who came to the United States of America along with his father,
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mother, sister and infant brother in search of a better life. My father was nine years old when he
came to America, spoke no English, and quit school after eighth grade to help support the family.
My father also never spoke about his experiences in combat while serving in the Army during
WWII. Since my father never said anything, I often wonder whether these experiences were too
painful for my father to speak of. As a result, I have come to question what someone is not
telling me and why. Moreover, I became curious about the story of Italian immigrants and what
life was like for a soldier in WWII.
I take pleasure in recalling stories with family and friends, and that everyone’s
perceptions/interpretations of the same experience are somewhat different, and learning
about/from others through the stories they tell about themselves. I take solace in the idea that one
person’s story, when told, can give voice to the voiceless and unearth something that can be used
for the good of others. Appropriately, choosing qualitative research for my study is a natural
progression of the meanings I have come to ascribe to my life experiences. In the same way,
through utilizing a qualitative research approach, I hope to shed light on the meanings students
and staff members attribute to their experiences, thereby bringing their voices and experiences to
the forefront.
As with my choice to use qualitative inquiry as my mode of research for this study,
choosing critical ethnography is also a reflection of personal and academic growth over the past
ten years. During my time as a social work student, I came to understand the significant role
history and culture play in our lives, as well as the roles advocacy, empathy, and self-reflection
must also play. I came to better understand the forces that drive public policy in America, forces
that overshadow every aspect of our lives, and ultimately impact the schooling of our children.
Along with reinforcing my social work values, the doctoral program advanced my understanding
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of the roles history, culture, democracy, self-reflection, and advocacy should play in our lives, as
well as their place in schooling and educational research. Befittingly, I chose a critical
ethnography approach to accomplish my research goals because its central tenets call for
researchers to attend to the roles inequality, discrimination, bias, oppression, and privilege play
in our lives, within the context of history, politics, and economics. This was especially important
given that the focus of this study was to learn from the experiences of youth put at risk by class,
race/ethnicity, demographic location, and/or gender.
I first became intrigued with grounded theory as an undergraduate student. At the time, I
was researching approaches to qualitative research for my honors thesis. My work as a computer
programmer and analyst for close to twelve years provided a foundation for my understanding of
how data could be manipulated and used. Therefore, I was excited by the concept that theory
could be derived from the data itself. I was even more excited about the prospect of discovering
theory from the experience of others that could possibly make a difference in others’ lives. Using
the grounded theory approach for my honors thesis gave me the opportunity to experience firsthand its possibilities. Moreover, the possibility of discovering theory that is grounded in the
experiences of youth who have been put at risk, cemented my reasoning for choosing a grounded
theory research approach to analyze the data for this study.
Qualitative Research
“Qualitative research is not a method; it is a philosophical approach that overarches many
different ways of collecting and analyzing data” (Dombro, 2007, p. 99). According to Munhall
(2007), historically, academia played a role in determining what is valid or bona fide "scientific"
qualitative research. As a result, qualitative researchers appropriated the term method in order for
their research to be given a respectable status. Furthermore, for qualitative researchers the term
method creates a problem. To support her thesis, Munhall (2007) nicely lays out some of the
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history and language used to describe qualitative research. In doing so, she provides valuable
insights from which one can better distinguish the difference between terms currently used in the
field of qualitative research and make an informed decision about which overarching
philosophical approach best fits the researchers' own thoughts about collecting and analyzing
data. Munhall (2007) suggests the terms perspective and approach are a more befitting
description when describing qualitative research instead of the term method. The terms
perspective and approach speak to the underlying philosophy, whereas the term method connotes
a single way of doing something in a predetermined, step-by-step sequential approach. Unlike
the quantitative method, qualitative approaches are flexible, which is both crucial for inductive
approaches and allows researchers to change their proposal.
Synthesizing several widely cited sources, Hatch (2002) describes some of the broad
characteristics representative of qualitative research that provide an entry point for the following
discussion on critical ethnography and grounded theory. Ten characteristics and associated
concepts are outlined by Hatch (2002), as shown in Table 3.1: natural settings; participant
perspectives; researcher as data gathering instrument; extended first hand engagement; centrality
of meaning; wholeness and complexity; subjectivity; reflexivity; emergent design; and inductive
data analysis.
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Table 3.1
Qualitative Research Characteristics/Associated Concepts
Characteristics

Associated Concept

Natural settings

Lived experiences of real people in real settings

Participant perspectives

Understanding associated concepts that are the world
from the participants’ perspective

Researcher as data gathering instrument

Data are gathered directly by the researcher and only
become significant after being processed using the
human intelligence of the researcher on meaning

Extended first hand engagement

Researcher must spend enough time in the field to be
confident in their claims

Centrality of meaning

Meanings individuals construct in order to engage in
their social lives

Wholeness and complexity

Detailed descriptions that bring the reader into the
social setting under investigation

Subjectivity

Researchers apply their own subjectivity

Reflexivity

Researchers are cognizant of their influence on the
setting, their biases, and work to keep their emotions in
check

Emergent design

As study unfolds, the design will emerge based on the
data collection and analysis

Inductive data analysis

Based on findings, the researcher moves from
specifics to analytic generalizations

Conducting research in natural settings allows researchers to gain a better understanding
of the real life experiences of participants within the context of their daily life. Qualitative
researchers seek to make sense of the world through the lens of participant perspectives,
therefore, increasing their knowledge about the basis of a participant’s behavior in certain social
settings. In qualitative research, researchers themselves are data gathering instruments. For
example, researchers use field notes from participant observation, notes taken during an
interview, or notes jotted down during the transcription process, as data. Through extended first
hand engagement, researchers gain a more complete picture of the participants’ experiences
within a natural context; hence, researchers are afforded a peace of mind about the claims they
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make about those they are studying and are able to provide a detailed narrative that brings the
voices of participants to the forefront. Centrality of meaning can best be understood by looking
to Charmaz’s (2006) discussion on symbolic interactionism. Symbolic interactionism, according
to Charmaz (2006), is a theoretical perspective rooted in pragmatism, which takes the following
stance: people construct selves, society and reality through interaction; relationship between
meaning and action; active processes, how people create and mediate meaning; meanings
influence and are influenced by actions; individuals are active, creative, and reflective: and social
life is composed of processes. Researchers employing a qualitative approach view social settings
as unique, dynamic, and complex, and as such must be examined as a whole. That being said,
qualitative researchers strive to present their interpretations of the data in such a way that others
can visualize themselves within the social situation under study. For qualitative researchers,
acknowledging their own subjectivity is critical in their efforts to understand how the
assumptions, biases, and/or privilege they bring as researchers influence the direction of the
study and the ways in which they perceive their participants. Toward that end, qualitative
researchers are purposefully reflexive about the role they play and seek to address it accordingly.
Another characteristic of qualitative research is emergent design. Simply put, emergent design is
based on the notion that, as the study unfolds, elements of the research design, such as questions
and methods, emerge naturally rather than being set in stone. Along similar lines, inductive data
analysis is the result of systematic examination of the data from which researchers propose
analytic generalizations that are grounded in the data.
Critical Ethnography
As a foundation for discussing critical ethnography, it would be remiss not to provide a
brief discussion of ethnography, which ultimately became a springboard for critical ethnography.
In the most literal terms, ethnography is a qualitative approach that seeks to understand a people
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or cultural group(s) from their perspective. In the broader sense, ethnography refers to the
practices that seek to interpret how people construct their reality, as well as identifying existing
patterns in their perspective and behavior (Glesne, 2006; Schram, 2006). Through his research,
Wolcott (2002) endeavored to reveal the critical attributes or “essence” of what doing
ethnography looks like and what one needs to navigate it. To begin, Wolcott (2002) states, since
ethnography is the research arm of cultural anthropology, ethnography should demonstrate those
same traits: holistic, cross-cultural, and comparative. Wolcott (2002) developed an additional list
of critical attributes that reflect the “essence” of ethnography: based on first-hand experience, the
result of intimate long-term acquaintance, conducted in natural settings, descriptive,
nonevaluative, specific or “particular” flexible and adaptive, idiosyncratic and individualistic,
and corroborative. Furthermore, borrowing from LeCompte’s and Schensul’s (1999) concept of
the Ethnographer’s Toolkit, Wolcott (2002) paraphrases additional traits that make a study
ethnographic: presents an accurate reflection of participants’ perspectives and behaviors; uses
inductive, interactive and recursive data collection and analytic strategies to build local cultural
theories; frames all human behavior and belief within a sociopolitical and historical context; uses
multiple data sources, including both quantitative and qualitative data; and uses the concept of
culture as a lens through which to interpret results. Along similar lines, Geertz (1973) contends
ethnography is what social anthropologists do:
It is in understanding what ethnography is, or more exactly what doing ethnography is,
that a start can be made toward grasping what anthropological analysis amounts to a form
of knowledge…What defines it is the kind of intellectual effort it is: an elaborate venture
in, to borrow a notion from Gilbert Ryle, “thick description.” (p. 5)
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Wolcott (2002) skillfully uses the analogy of making a loaf of bread to that of making
ethnography. Like the baker, it is in the hands of the ethnographer who selects the appropriate
proportions and types of ingredients and then shapes everything into a workable mass. However,
unlike the baker, the ethnographer adds the concept of culture to render the raw ingredients
malleable.
Scheurich (2002) argues that ethnography ignores the political reality of today’s society
and how it is constructed. He states:
Our society is, in fact, this massive hierarchy of inequality by race that at a minimum
substantially limits people of color to succeed in school, to earn a decent salary, to be
treated as equal human beings, and to enjoy a decent life. (p. 51)
And as such, society has disenfranchised people of color, especially children of color, while at
the same time blaming them for their own misfortune. Therefore, we must recognize the role that
history, the university, and popular media did/does play in the social construction of our world
and our society within the context of politics, economics, and White racism. Unlike traditional
ethnography, critical ethnography seeks to address and respond to inequality, discrimination, bias,
oppression, and privilege within the context of history, politics, and economics.
According to Foley (2002), through focused well-theorized ethnographies of social
institutions or subgroups, critical ethnographers seek to produce knowledge that is emancipatory
in nature and changes the status quo. Above all, Foley argues, critical ethnography has serious
political intent to change a people’s consciousness and transform their lives, which can only be
accomplished when researchers openly collaborate with the oppressed. Schram (2006), in
paraphrasing Michelle Fine and her colleagues (2000), establishes what it means to be a critical
ethnographer such as acknowledging the responsibility to address their identity as a researcher;
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seeking to understand the history and theory behind critical research; and engaging in the types
of scholarship/action that allow the researcher to participate with individuals and groups in a
mutual quest for social justice. Glesne (2006), paraphrasing Thomas (1993), concisely sums up
the difference between traditional ethnography and critical ethnography, “Traditional
ethnography strives to describe what is, while critical ethnography looks at what ‘could be’ and
moves towards action” (p. 15).
Grounded Theory
Grounded theory, as originally conceptualized by Glaser and Strauss (1967), is based on
the notion that theory is discovered from the data, which is systematically obtained and analyzed,
thus, theory is grounded in the data itself. According to Charmaz (2006), grounded theory allows
researchers to use all of their senses during interviews; to incorporate their observations,
interactions, and materials on the topic or setting in the construction of their data; and to let
themes emerge naturally from narratives. Moreover, grounded theory adds another dimension to
qualitative research, in that it allows researchers to pursue their hunches in an analytical manner,
and gives the researchers a clear method of exactly how to proceed. West (2012) posits grounded
theory gives researchers freedom to study their topic from the participants’ perspectives without
forcing it into any predetermined framework. West (2012) provides the following description of
grounded theory,“[Grounded theory] demands the research to move beyond description of the
domain of study towards a theoretical rendering that identifies explanatory concepts and the
relationship among them…It is not a static approach but changes in the process of being taught”
(p. 226, 227). Over time, departures from the grounded theory originally proposed by Glaser and
Strauss have evolved, yet all adhere to some variation of memo writing, comparative analysis,
theoretical sampling, and constant comparison as strategic methods to generate theory from the
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data (Birks & Mills, 2011; Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Creswell, 2003; Schram,
2006).
Memo writing. As an integral part of grounded theory, memo writing is a crucial step
that ties data collection to beginning written drafts. Memo writing forces researchers to stop and
analyze their data and codes from all different angles early on in the research process. Similar to
journaling, memo writing captures the researchers’ thoughts, questions, comparisons and
connections. As a result of this process, researchers are able to formulate new ideas, questions
and directions they wish to pursue (Charmaz, 2006). Memo writing begins simultaneously with
the first coding session and is ongoing throughout the research study (Birks & Mills, 2011;
Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Continually writing memos throughout the research process keeps
researchers involved in continued analysis of the data. At the same time, staying close to the data
increases the level of abstraction of researchers’ ideas; consequently, providing researchers a
conceptual handle on the experience of those being studied (Charmaz, 2006).
Initial and closed coding. Analysis begins with coding, which consists of two stages,
initial coding and focused coding. During initial or open coding, researchers take an explorative
stance and are open to whatever theoretical possibilities the data might suggest, thus providing
an entry point for making decisions about core conceptual categories later on in the process
(Charmaz, 2006). As researchers conceptualize the data, they label incidents, events, or
happenings that are potential indicators of phenomena. By labeling incidents researchers can
make comparisons as new data come in to determine whether the new incidents resemble the
same phenomena. If so, researchers then give the incident the same label, thereby, specifying
accumulated basic units of theory–concepts (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
Concepts that are related to the same phenomena are grouped to form categories, which are

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

101

higher level and more abstract than concepts.
As with concepts, as new categories are developed they are compared to highlight
similarities and differences (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Glaser and Straus (1967) stress that
categories must not be forced but readily “fit” (applicable to and indicated by) the situation being
researched and “work” (be meaningfully relevant to, able to explain behavior) when put to use.
At this stage, researchers closely scrutinize the data, trying to identify the action in the data by
asking a series of questions of the data. The following examples are representative of the types of
questions researchers ask of the data: What is this data a study of? What does the data suggest?
What theoretical category does this datum indicate? Subsequently, staying close to the data
during the initial coding phase, researchers retain the fluidity of the participants’ experience and
analyze the data from their perspective. The next step is line-by-line coding. In line-by-line
coding researchers name each line of the written data. As a result, new ideas come to the
forefront that might have been missed during the initial analysis. Line-by-line coding allows
researchers to spend time and reflect on the participant’s words, thus, enabling researchers to
identify what is explicitly stated and what might be implicit concerns (Charmaz, 2006). During
the initial coding stage researchers also use in vivo codes. In vivo codes come from the
participant’s own words or group of words, which are then used to label concepts (Birks & Mills,
2011).
During the focused coding stage, researchers utilize their analysis from the initial coding
stage to synthesize and explore large segments of the data. Utilizing the most significant/frequent
data, researchers make decisions about what initial codes make the most analytical sense to use
in their endeavors to categorize the data incisively and completely. The goal is to determine
whether the codes are adequate. As researchers continue comparing data to data, new ideas can
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continually emerge, which might bring possible insight into other incidents. Focused codes
provide researchers a way to move through interviews and observations and compare them to
people’s experiences, actions and interpretations (Charmaz, 2006). The comparative method of
analysis also establishes empirical generalizations that define the boundaries and broaden the
applicability of the theory, thereby allowing for greater explanatory and predictive power and
safeguarding against forcing data into analytic categories (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss,
1967).
Theoretical sampling. Theoretical sampling is a controlled process by which researchers
generate theory as it emerges from the data through ongoing joint collection, coding, and
analysis, and deciding what data to collect next and where to find it. In so doing, researchers can
discern whether the theoretical sampling fits the data and is applied at the right moment in the
analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Theoretical sampling allows researchers to take a step back
and reflect on where they are in the research process, what direction they might want to take, or
what new emerging idea they might want to explore. For example, when researchers identify a
category and its properties that are not clearly defined or are questionable, researchers place their
focus on collecting pertinent data to elaborate and refine the categories in their emerging theory.
Theoretical sampling is ongoing processes of sampling to develop the properties of a category
until no new properties emerge, thereby saturating the category with data (Charmaz, 2006). At
this point, researchers are able to identify gaps in the developing theory, which point researchers
to the next steps (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Then, researchers can begin the process of sorting
and/or diagraming the categories in preparation for integrating them into an emerging theory
(Charmaz, 2006).
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Constant comparative method. The constant comparative method, as originally
proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), is made up of the following four stages, respectively:
comparing incidents applicable to each category; integrating categories and their properties;
delimiting the theory; and writing the theory. The four stages are successive, build upon earlier
stages, remain in operation simultaneously throughout analysis, and continue to feed into the
successive stage until analysis is completed. To begin, incidents are coded into as many
categories of analysis as possible. Glaser and Strauss (1967) state, “To this procedure we add the
basic, defining rule of the constant comparative method: while coding an incident for a category,
compare it with the previous incidents in the same and different groups coded in the same
category” (p. 106). Thus, the constant coding of incidents begins to generate theoretical
properties of the category. As researchers continue to analyze emerging categories and their
properties, they consider the data at hand, and ponder over theoretical notions and conflicts in
their thinking. This leads to the second rule of the constant comparative method, “Stop coding
and record a memo on your ideas” (p. 107), after which the researcher returns to the data for
more coding.
The second stage of the constant comparative method involves the integration of
categories and their properties. As data collection and analysis continue, researchers constantly
compare relevant incidents to categories and their properties for possible integration into the
category. As a result, the accumulation of knowledge for a category begins to become a unified
whole (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Additionally, through constant comparison researchers
challenge concepts with fresh data, thus guarding against researcher bias and achieving greater
precision (the grouping of like and only like phenomena) and consistency (always grouping like

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

104

with like Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Ultimately, theory develops as researchers are forced to make
theoretical sense of each comparison (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
Delimiting the theory is the third stage. At this stage, researchers begin to reduce
categories and their properties through the discovery of underlying uniformity among them, thus,
delimiting both terminology and text. As this process continues, researchers can begin to make
generalizations about the theory. Next, researchers reduce the original list of categories for
coding, thereby, further delimiting the theory. For example, initial student categories were GEC
educational experience, prior educational experience, civic engagement, GEC themes, Mr.
Gardner, and impact of Mr. Gardner on students, and these were reduced to student experiences
in Mr. Gardner’s class, other teachers’ approach, and student experiences at GEC, by doing
comparing and contrasting the segments of data to ensure the data fit the emergent theme,
excluding irrelevant segments, recoding segments when necessary, or determining whether an
additional category was needed. Additionally, as categories become theoretically saturated they
delimit the list of categories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The last stage of the constant comparative
method is writing theory. Once researchers have determined that their analytic framework forms
a systematic substantive theory (reasonably accurate statement of the phenomena) and is in a
form that is understandable to others, they can begin to write. During the writing process,
researchers use all the information at their disposal, which includes the coded data, memos, and
theory. Memos provide the content behind the categories and are used as major themes of the
theory. Researchers can use the coded data to validate a suggested point, support a hypothesis or
gaps in the theory, or provide illustrations. Furthermore, this methodology results in a
“developmental” theory that is inductive in approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
Research Design
The original intent of this qualitative research study was an endeavor to learn from the
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experiences of youth put at risk who created and engaged in a social justice-oriented civic
engagement project that speaks to the context of their lives. More specifically, I expected to gain
an understanding about the qualitative meanings the youth ascribed to their experiences both
inside and outside of school, how they experienced resistance, and how a critical pedagogical
approach to learning and participating in a social justice-oriented civic engagement project
impacted their learning experience. Moreover, to analyze the data I planned to follow a grounded
theory research approach–a systematic discovery of the theory that is grounded in the research
data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). For me, the systematic approach of grounded theory offers a way
for others to replicate a study, and goes beyond basic thematic analysis to create a more in-depth
discovery.
To paraphrase an often-cited quote by Robert Burns, the best-laid plans often go wrong.
That said, as the study unfolded three particular factors altered its course. First, the school’s
principal was unable to place the students from the first-term restorative justice class in his
second term class as previously planned because the students had other credit requirements they
needed to meet during the school’s second term. Second, it quickly became apparent, after a
couple weeks into the school’s second term, that out of a classroom roster of 11 students, on
average, only 2–5 students showed up daily. Additionally, of the four students who did assent to
participate in the study, one was rarely in class, and the other three had not returned the Parental
Consent Form. Third, on a daily basis, students in Mr. Gardner’s second-term restorative justice
class struggled with engaging in classroom dialogue and activities. Even so, Mr. Gardner and I
spoke with the students several times about developing and participating in a student lead civic
engagement project. Yet, even when presented with the opportunity to create and participate in a
student lead civic engagement project, the students had no interest. Once it became clear to me
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that the original intent of my study might not come to fruition, I voiced my concern to my
committee chair. Subsequently, in December 2014, I submitted a revised dissertation proposal
that included interviewing students with whom I have developed a relationship over the course of
several months, as well as students from the school’s general population about their experience
at Griffith Educational Center (GEC).
It’s clear from my experience that even with the best of intentions on the part of the
school’s principal, Mr. Gardner, and me that other priorities are more important than a study,
such as the students’ need to fulfill other credit requirements. Interestingly, even though Mr.
Gardner and I had spoken several times with students in his classes about the meaning of civic
engagement and the types of activities they might consider participating in, when I asked six of
the seven student participants from Mr. Gardner’s classes if they had ever been involved in a
civic engagement project, I was surprised by some of the students’ responses. Marvin had never
had an opportunity to be involved in any type of project. Charline did some gardening at an
elementary school when she attended a high school in Chicago. Sydney mentioned that he helped
clean out a building in elementary school. Yet, what surprised me the most was that, unlike
Marvin, Charline, and Sydney who had a sense of what civic engagement meant, Denzel, Luke,
and Kimberley all replied that they had never heard of civic engagement before. That being said,
I question why these students have not had opportunities throughout their school years to be
involved in their communities or been limited to weeding gardens and cleaning out buildings?
More importantly, why did students in Mr. Gardner’s class struggle with engaging in classroom
dialogue and activities? With regard to the circumstances that altered the course of my study, in
part, I believe my inexperience, as a researcher and lack of experience with this population were
both contributing factors.
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Ultimately, the focus of this study became about the meanings the youth and staff
participants ascribe to their experiences at GEC. I used a critical ethnography approach that
adopts immersion in the field, participant-observation, fieldnotes, classroom artifacts, and indepth semi-structured interviews, techniques from traditional ethnography to collect data. To
analyze the data I borrowed from the grounded theory research approach. Furthermore,
throughout the research process, I was ever mindful of my own subjectivity, reflexivity, and
privilege as a White person.
Study Population, Sample, Sampling Techniques
In order to accomplish the objective and purpose set forth for this study with youth put at
risk by race, class, demographic location and/or gender, the study population was recruited from
an alternative education program that served youth who struggled with traditional school settings
and were at risk of dropping out of mainstream schooling altogether. Thus, a purposive sampling
technique was used in the selection of this study’s school. Purposive sampling allows researchers
to make a judgment that is based on prior knowledge about a sample as to whether the sample
will provide the data they need (Fraenkel, Wallen & Hyun, 2012; Marlow, 2005).
The school was located in Southeast Michigan, with the majority of the students coming
from the Detroit metropolitan area. Additionally, 95 percent of the school’s population was
African American; whereas, of the 22 staff members, the majority (n = 19) was White. With
regard to socioeconomic status, the majority of the student population was impoverished,
although I was unable to ascertain an exact figure as to the amount of students who were
impoverished because the district handled Title I funding. Based on the school’s previous year’s
National School Lunch Program applications, GEC was awarded a Direct Certification
Improvement Grant through the U. S. Department of Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition agency
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(Michigan Department of Education, 2016). Children who meet the following criteria are
automatically eligible for free meals “Household incomes meet the current income eligibility
guidelines. Children who participate in certain other programs, such as the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) or Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF),
and children who are migrant, runaway, foster, or homeless” (Benefits.gov, 2016). All students
at GEC received free breakfast and lunch. Thus it can be concluded that the majority of GEC’s
students qualified for Title I funding.
Prior to recruiting student participants in November 2014, I hoped to establish a trusting
relationship with the students as a member of their Restorative Justice class and become familiar
with the school setting during the months of September and October 2014 (First Term). The
Restorative Justice approach to working with youth is designed to develop belonging, enhance
self esteem, develop trust and respect, enhance communication skills, encourage cooperation,
work through conflicts, build and heal communities, and as a form of participatory democracy
(Hopkins, 2009; Zehr, 2002).
At the beginning of GEC’s second term (November 2014 through mid-January 2015), I
solicited participation. At the time, I explained the nature of the study, reviewed the Student
Assent/Consent Form(s) with the students, and asked for permission to use comments made by
the students during class discussions and subsequent interviews (see Appendix A, Appendix B).
For students assenting to participate, a Parent/Guardian Consent Form was sent home with the
student to obtain their parent/guardian permission (see Appendix C). Students were also made
aware that comments made by students during class time who did not wish to participate in the
study would not be used as data.
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Throughout the school’s second term, I also asked students from the school’s population
to participate in this study. At the time, I explained the nature of the study, reviewed the Student
Assent/Consent Form(s) with the students, and asked for permission to use comments made by
the students during subsequent interviews. For students assenting to participate who were not 18years of age or older, a Parent/Guardian Consent Form was sent home with the student to obtain
parent/guardian permission. This in itself became a challenge. Several times over the course of
the term, I had to remind students that I needed parent/guardian consent before I could interview
them. One student requested that I text him as a reminder. I texted him that night “Hi, Denzel.
Please remember to have your Mom sign the consent form. P.S. don’t forget to bring it.” He
replied, “Haha alright I got you Ms. Ballard!” The next day, he brought in the signed form and
we had our interview.
With regard to staff members, my original plan was to interview the school’s principal,
the teacher with whom I was working, and the school’s counselor. As the focus of my study
shifted, I asked additional staff members to participate. At the time, I explained the nature of the
study, but did not review the Staff Consent Form with staff participants until prior to the actual
interview (see Appendix D). However, when asking for their participation, I did make them
aware that all aspects of the study would be confidential to protect the school and the participants.
Cognizant of the fact that students and staff participants were kind enough to share of themselves
so that I might complete my dissertation work, I made it clear to both students and staff
participants that the interview would take place at their convenience and full confidentiality
would be maintained.
Nine students and 11 staff participants consented to participate in this study. Of the
students who consented to participate, seven were students I had developed a relationship with
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during my time at GEC, all of whom were in either Mr. Gardner’s first or second term
Restorative Justice class. All student interviews were scheduled in person. Though my
preference was to schedule student interviews ahead of time, at times, my only option was to
catch the student on a day the student was at school. Along with scheduling staff participant
interviews in person, staff interviews were also scheduled by email or text message. Moreover,
when necessary, both students and staff participants worked with me when scheduling a time for
the interview. Some students stayed after school to be interviewed, and staff participants also
allowed students to leave class for an interview. As previously mentioned, the original intent of
this study did not come to fruition; therefore, student and staff participant interviews became the
primary source of data collection.
All interviews were audio recorded on a digital recorder and transcribed verbatim. All
interviews took place at the school with the exception of one staff participant, who was on family
leave. That interview took place over the telephone. Interviews began December 1, 2014 and
continued through February 25, 2015. Also, at the beginning of every interview, I reiterated the
confidentiality of the study. For both student and staff participants, a predetermined set of
questions was used as a guide for interviews (see Appendix E, Appendix F). Consistent with
grounded theory, participants were afforded the opportunity to discuss their thoughts without
restriction, thereby allowing the participant to set the tone of the interview, as well as being
respectful of the participant’s voice. If/when an opportunity presented itself, I returned to my set
of guiding questions. At times, a staff participant specifically requested that I not mention
something they said during the interview; accordingly, the comments were omitted from the
study. To ensure that the student and staff participants were at ease with the interview process, I
stressed that anytime they wished to stop, we could discontinue the interview. Additionally, if

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

111

participants were uncomfortable answering any question, I asked them to please let me know and
we could move on. The length of time for student interviews ranged from 25 to 40 minutes, with
an average of 35 minutes per interview while staff participant interviews ranged from 37 to 104
minutes, with an average of 61 minutes per interview.
Characteristics of Participants
Demographic characteristics of the nine student participants included three females, two
of whom were African American and one White; and six males, five of whom were African
American and one who was White. Student participants ranged in age from 16 to 19 years, with
an average age of 17.5 years at the time of the interview. The majority (n = 7) of the students’
fathers were deceased, incarcerated, or not involved in their lives. Students’ living arraignments
also varied. Of the nine student participants, one lived with both maternal parents, one lived with
her mother, two lived with a grandmother, one lived with his mother in the home of his
grandmother, two lived with their mother and stepfather, and one lived in residential foster care.
Further information about participants will be discussed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5.
The 11 staff participants ranged in age from the late 20s to the late 50s. The majority (n =
7) were middle aged, with one in the late 20s, two in the early 30s, and one in the late 30s. Of the
11 staff participants, 6 were White females and 5 were males, 3 of whom were African American
and 2 who were White. The level of educational attainment by staff participants broke down as
follows: 1 associate degree, 5 bachelors degrees, 3 masters degrees, and 2 staff participants who
did not mention level of education attained. At the time of the study, 3 staff participants were in
the process of working toward a higher-level degree. Staff participant experience in schools
ranged from 3 to 26 years, with an average of 10.5 years. The average number of years staff
participants have worked at GEC is 4.3 years. Four of the staff participants who taught at the
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school were into their fifth-year at GEC, while one was in his second-year. Further information
about the participants is forthcoming in Chapters 4 and 5.
Data Collection Procedures
Foley (2002) argues that, no matter a researcher’s orientation, critical ethnographers
adopt in-depth research techniques from traditional ethnography. Researchers gather data
through ethnographic field methods such as immersion in the field, participant-observation,
fieldnotes and interviewing. Through deep immersion in others’ worlds, the researchers become
a part of the participants’ social setting, thus affording researchers the opportunity to observe,
participate, and develop ongoing relationships with the people in it. Ultimately, the researcher
comes to understand what is meaningful and important to the participants. At the same time, the
researcher creates a written record (fieldnotes) of his/her observations and experiences, which
are central to the construction of ethnographic texts (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995).
Throughout this period, jotting down notes was an integral part of my research process.
While in the classroom setting, I jotted down notes about the questions Mr. Gardner posed to the
students, and/or follow-up questions I wanted to ask the student(s) on a notepad or piece of paper.
I also jotted down the types of clothing or music that was popular with the students such as Nike,
Timberland, or WizKalif. Whenever a student(s) asked about what I was writing, I shared with
the class what I was writing and my reason for doing so. I purposely did not write notes to
describe observations or interactions I saw while at the school. Along with Emerson, Fretz, and
Shaw’s contention that writing jottings can ruin a moment and plant seeds of distrust, I held fast
to the Golden Rule “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” Similarly, during
interviews, notes were jotted down as cues for follow-up question(s). I explained to participants
that if they saw me jotting something down during the interview, it was only to remind me about
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a follow-up question I wanted to ask, or something I needed clarification on. Once I left the
school, I wrote jottings about my observations inside and outside of the classroom setting.
Journaling about my observations and interactions at GEC provided several advantages.
First, it provided a way for me to capture what I observed and my interactions with students and
staff. More importantly, my journal became in-depth fieldnotes, what Geertz (1973) refers to as
“thick description.” From the data, ethnographers create a “thick” description of how people
within a cultural group construct meaning (Glesne, 2006). Geertz (1973) maintains that
ethnography is thick description. Geertz (1973) illuminates the complexity of “thick description”
concisely:
[Thick description is] a repertoire of very general, made-in-the-academy concepts and
systems of concepts–“integration,” “realization,” “symbol,” “ideology,” “ethos,”
“revolution,” “identify,” “metaphor” “structure,” “ritual,” “world view,” “actor,”
“function,” “sacred,” and, of course, “culture” itself–is woven into the body of thickdescription in the hope of rending mere occurrences scientifically eloquent. (p. 29)
The goal is to weave these complex details in such a way that, from these small conclusions,
larger conclusions can be drawn that support claims about the role of culture in the construction
of collective life. Hence, for Geertz, the ethnographer seeks to reveal the concept of culture
through the interpretation of meanings ascribed by the individual (Geertz, 1973).
According to Glesne (2006), taking on the participant-observer role, researchers are
afforded the opportunity to learn firsthand how participants’ actions correlate to their words,
identify patterns of behavior, and experience both the unexpected and expected. Furthermore, as
part of the social setting, the researcher can develop quality trust, relationships, and obligation
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with others in the setting. As Glesne (2006) contends, as researcher, I became the main research
instrument through my observations, interactions, and questions.
Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995) along with Glesne (2006) suggest that a challenge
exists when the researcher becomes a participant in that the more a researcher functions in the
everyday world of the researched, the greater the chance of losing the eye of an
uninvolved/detached observer independent of the observed phenomena. For researchers such as
myself who worked with youth from urban communities, Smith (2002) contends that developing
authentic relationships is also a challenge. To address this challenge, Smith (2002) suggests the
ethnographer provide opportunities to examine and share of themselves, as well as keeping in
mind the ethical responsibilities and obligations they have to foster equal relationships. Along
similar lines, Behar (1996) prizes the ability of the researcher to be a vulnerable observer, thus,
the researcher comes to know others by knowing themselves and comes to know themselves by
knowing others. The words of Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995), Glesne (2006), Smith (2002),
and Behar (1996) are reflective of my experience at GEC. Over time, I developed relationships
with students and staff members and came to care about them. I believe sharing my personal
stories and being authentic and respectful with the students and staff members did foster healthy
relationships. As I came to know the students and staff members, at times I cried, at times I was
frustrated, at times I was down right mad, and at times I was in awe of both students and staff
members. Hearing some of the students’ stories from the students themselves or the school staff
was heartbreaking. I thought of my own children and the advantages they have had compared to
the majority of the students at GEC. On many occasions I was frustrated by some of the students’
attitudes about education or disrespectful behaviors. I was frustrated by the fact that for the most
part, society doesn’t seem to care about the lives and futures of this population. I was infuriated
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that the education system failed these students. I was in awe of the students’ resilience in the face
of adversity, and staff members’ ability to look beyond the façade many of the students present
to the world. Yet, the most enjoyable and fun aspect of my work was the laughter I shared with
students and staff members.
To complement immersion in the field and participant-observation, I carried out semistructured interviews that utilized open-ended questions to further explore the topic under study,
while at the same time allowing the participant to direct the flow of the interview (Seidman,
2006). My intent was to utilize a 90-minute format for each interview as recommended by
Seidman. Yet, as Seidman (2006) points out, when working with younger participants, a shorter
period of time may be more appropriate. In light of the fact that student interviews tended to be
shorter, I strived to be cognizant that the interview was more about substance than the length of
time.
Data Analysis
Data analysis for this study, as mentioned above, follows the grounded theory approach;
therefore, I utilized memo writing, initial (open) and focused coding, theoretical sampling, and
constant comparative analysis as strategic methods to generate theory from the data. My goal
was to adhere to the rigorous steps of grounded theory while attending to the constant
comparative analysis process, thereby generating concepts from the research data into integrated
social patterns (categories and their properties). In doing so, I was able to conceptualize and form
emergent theories (Glaser, 2002). As a novice researcher, my hope is that the application of
grounded theory in this study closely resembles the grounded theory methodology as proposed
by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and Charmaz (2006). I applied the aforementioned grounded theory
strategies twice; first with the student participant data and then staff participant data.
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From the outset, memo writing was used extensively throughout the data collection and
analysis process. Memo writing began with the first coding session of participant transcripts and
continued until data analysis was completed. For me, memo writing is how I mentally processed
the data and decided what concepts, themes, or questions I wanted to record for possible further
exploration. Constant comparative analysis for this study began with initial (open) coding of
participant transcripts.
First, as I listened and transcribed the participants’ interviews, I kept an ongoing list of
concepts/memos in a word document about what stood out that seemed relevant to the questions
I asked. Table 3.2, on the following page illustrates the first set of concepts/memos taken on
Marvin’s interview.
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Table 3.2
First Set of Concepts/Memos on Marvin's Interview
Music
Live w/grandparent
Sets of siblings that go to same school
Detroit
Popular kid
Close friends
Open to more friendships
Knowing when to distance from peers
Creating a picture of self for others (he wants)
Giving of selves in interviews Students
Social skills
Code switch, clothes too
Already using critical thinking skill Marvin
Brush off altercations, yet no choice at times

Learning from the mistakes of others
School brought awareness for student about
their own talents
Interests
During practice took it very serious.
Marvin realizes that anything is possible

Dedicated to getting Marvin to school mom
Grandma
Dynamics of GEC
Have fun
Marvin’s choir role model and rel. at previous
school
Respect
The Arts Alternative Education to feel good
about self
Marvin very organized
Giving through music
Looks to the future
Teacher mentor
Self-motivated
Belonging
Wants more for self
Recognizes his talents
Humble
What Gardner wants for you–understand
Different perceptions about poetry
Student lead dialogue
Self-examination
Media, TV, news
Message to others
Trying to solve a problem w/a
Family
problem .”Ferguson/two cop killings after
Dropped out of school
Violence is another problem
Financial struggles
Change us first
Granddads/mas
Talking and laughter on teacher part
Got each others back
Educators using their area to reach students
Why left other schools
Student loves all teachers in school, play a big
Able to reflect back and see change
part in his progression
Feels stable
Gardner makes students feel he’s not an enemy
Emphasizes compassion for mother
How teachers engage students–motivates them
When the foundation shakes .”Grandpa died
to learn
Role of Grandmas
Teacher a mentor, a friend
Dad
GEC offers possibilities for new
Seeing self as good
experiences .”civic engagement
Wish to delve more into their personal family life
Having classes that allow for exploration and
Family support and nurturing
opportunity benefit more structure subjects?

Then, I listened to all of the transcripts again. This time, I was able to focus just on data.
Again, I kept an ongoing list of concepts/memos in a word document about what stood out that
seemed relevant to the question asked. Unlike the first set of concepts/memos taken, I refined the
process by including questions associated with the concepts/memos. In Table 3.3, below, a list
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of all the questions asked during each of the interviews with Marvin is provided, after which,
Table 3.4 provides an example of one of the questions asked and associated concepts/memos for
Marvin’s second set of concepts/memos.
Table 3.3
Questions Asked During Marvin's Interview
Tell me about yourself? For example, where you’re from, about your family, friends, community, and
school.

•

Family

•

Community

•

Friends

•

Looks to the future

Is GEC Alternative School different from other school(s) you have attended? If so, can you give me some
examples of how it differs?
Tell me about your experience in Mr. Gardner’s classroom? Is your experience in Mr. Gardner’s
classroom different from other classrooms? If so, can you describe some examples for me?
How is his class different from other classes? Do all the teachers here use that approach?
Tell me what it has been like for you as part of the civic engagement project? Can you give some
examples of your experience in the civic engagement project?
Is GEC Alternative School different from other school(s) you have attended? If so, can you give me some
examples of how it differs?

Table 3.4
Second Set of Concepts/Memos on Marvin's Interview
How have you come to be here at GEC’s Alternative School?
Dropped out of school
15 when expelled
Financial struggles
Able to reflect back and see change

Feels stable now

Next, I read each transcript line-by-line (incident-by-incident) and made physical notes
on the transcript about concepts that had not already been identified, as indicated by the
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highlights and bold wording on the excerpt from Marvin’s transcript shown in Table 3.5, on the
following page.
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Table 3.5
Excerpt from Marvin's Interviews with Memos
Marvin: Yea, when I write a poem or a song, well for starters, a lot of my songs started out as poems.
And I transitioned them into songs. But a lot of my poems and stuff, like I really try to pinpoint what I
want to get across peoples minds like that one certain thing I want you to understand where I coming
from (connect to others). I want you to see this situation in the way I want you to see
(control/agency). So, yea, I say like my poems really do speak to people. It can relate to a lot of
people. #00:08:20-6#
Interviewer: Do you hold back some, you know how you talk about your inner circle, do you hold back
some of that even in your music. In the words that you put out. #00:08:31-2#
Marvin: mm, well like when it comes to my inner circle that’s like my cousins, people I grew up with
(family). I’ll put it like this, my inner circle is family and my friends are friends. I let them meet every
once in awhile my family, they’re my friends you know. Sometimes you know um, you just can’t show
everything to your friends, you know (friends). #00:09:08-7#
Interviewer: Yea, I think like you said earlier we all put on a different persona depending on where we’re
at. And, there’s things just like you said that I will show one person that I may not show another. And
there’s reasons we show those to other people. Trust, it takes a lot for me as I’m sure it probably does
for you to really trust people outside of those you grew up knowing. So, you said that there was a time
you weren’t going to school. What happened? #00:09:49-3#
Marvin: Um, well uh, we end up getting into some financial problems and then my granddad had end up
passing ($, loss). Uh, so, our family was just like heart broken and we was like in pain. And then,
financial problems didn’t make it any better so that um, cost us too actually. The reason I left my last HS
was because I got into an altercation w/another guy because of my brother he was actually in an
altercation with him. And, one of his cousins or family members tried to and I had too (had his back).
So, this brings me back to like when I said unless I have to, I will. And, I end up getting expelled in that
school because my mind wasn’t in the right state (reflective, self-aware). I was dealing with hardship
and grieving but now I feel content in my life. I fee stable. My levels is all the same. #00:11:04-7#
Interviewer: It sounds like your grandfather was the foundation in your family at the time or part of that
foundation and your foundation was shook. #00:11:13-8#
Marvin: Yea, its like when my granddad, he did mean a lot to me but just seeing my grandmother, when
she broke down it was just hard to see family members break down in tears (Grandma). So, when she
started breaking down and releasing I just couldn’t hold it back. It started to, getting to me, I got them in
my brain, you know those memories and those no more. #00:11:47-7#
Interviewer: So, would you see your grandmother is who you see is the strong foundation of your
family? #00:11:51-2#
Marvin: Yea, I say my grandmother is the foundation of my family. Without her level minded you know
the whole houses brain is going to explode. #00:12:02-0#

Finally, I compared and contrasted each of the participant’s sets of concepts and memos,
looking for similarities and differences, and compiled an all-inclusive list by question asked for
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each participant. Table 3.6 provides an example of one of the questions asked and the allinclusive list of associated concepts/memos on Marvin’s interview.
Table 3.6
All-Inclusive Set of Concepts/Memos on Marvin's Interview
How have you come to be here at GEC’s Alternative School?
Period not going to school–circumstances surrounding his time out of school
Difficult talking about this time
Financial problems family, added
Family Loss (Granddad) He meant a lot but his love for his grandma/was hard
Role of the grandmother/foundation of family, level minded
Role of Women as Male Role Models Maternal Grandma
Mom male role model disciple, relationship talks
Recognizes his mom’s experiences and credits her
Mentions his dad again as part of his mom
The look on his face was one of admiration, respect and love, beautiful to see
Male role model? Uncles but were not good role models, learned from their mistakes!
Altercation at previous school (brother was in altercation), others stepped in, full circle for Marvin,
when he has too, I will. Expelled
Family was heartbroken and in pain
Recognizes his mind wasn’t right Self-aware /hardship and grief
At a place of contentment/stable currently
Appreciative of mother and Grandma
Learns from others mistakes
Wants to be successful to make passed dad, mom, and grandma proud
Does not want to be a product of community (Worst Condition)
We talk about his father…and the connection he feels/energy
From time expelled to GEC, roughly a year to put him back into school, at GEC
Likes GEC
Involved in extracurricular in Art, Detroit Future Schools, Media Program, applied to program
Went extra mile for Art program with DFS

After reading each participant’s transcripts and lists of concepts and memos several times,
core conceptual categories and their conceptual properties began to emerge from the data. These
categories were labeled (coded for a theme) and, along with the appropriate properties, entered
into an excel spreadsheet. I also used in vivo codes to label core conceptual categories. Initial
core conceptual categories and sub-categories (properties) for student and staff participants are
delineated in Table 3.7 and Table 3.8 respectively.
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Table 3.7
Initial Student Core Categories/Sub-Categories
Category

Sub-Category

GEC educational experience
Prior educational experience

Educational approach
Left behind
Drama
Not care/understanding

Civic engagement
GEC themes

Care
Love/like
Drama
Personal connection
School size
Easier

Mr. Gardner

Approach to teaching
Personal attributes
Voice
Relevant to student

Impact of Mr. Gardner on students How students look at things differently
Other GEC teachers

Table 3.8
Initial Staff Core Categories/Sub-Categories
Category

Sub-Category

Barriers/challenges

Challenges w/students
Challenges w/staff

Other topics

Clothes
Basketball

Developing relationships
Experiences at GEC

To ensure that the properties of the categories best fit the emergent themes, I compared
and contrasted categories and their properties and made any necessary changes, such as
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excluding irrelevant properties, recoding properties, or determining whether an additional
category was needed. Lastly, for any incidents I was previously unsure about and had set aside, I
was able to determine if the incident fit any of the emerging categories by looking at them in the
context of the transcript.
Focused coding allowed for the analysis of properties for each category by participant,
highlighting the identifying emergent category, after which I created an excel spreadsheet for
each emergent category previously identified. Table 3.9 demonstrates one of the student
categories, “Experience in Mr. Gardner’s Class,” and associated properties using Marvin as the
example.
Table 3.9
Student Category: Experience in Mr. Gardner’s Class
Student
Marvin

Properties
Favorite teacher all first term
Teaches you
Makes you really want to understand what’s going on in community
Explains but ask for students input, then will tell you what he thinks
Is fun, laugh, and talk
Gardner, open to students they feel he’s not an enemy
He wants to be a mentor/teacher
Gardner explains stuff, (odd, grasps for words to use, odd the way he does it cause
its so good).
He really gets you motivated to learn about around us
Being understanding, opening up, talking to the students and not being a teacher,
like a mentor, a friend

Then, I read each transcript line-by-line and extracted segments that related to each of the
emergent themes; thereby, achieving the integration of categories and their properties. Next, I
compared and contrasted the segments of data to ensure the data fit the emergent theme,
excluding irrelevant segments, recoding segments when necessary, or determining whether an
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additional category was needed. Table 3.10, on the following page, depicts one of the segments I
extracted from Marvin’s transcript that best fit emergent themes.
Table 3.10
Marvin's Narrative for Core Category: Experience in Mr. Gardner's Class

Student

Approach to Teaching

Marvin

Cause it actually really
motivated to learn about a
lot of stuff that is around
us. I mean you should be
but you know a lot of
people are blinded by
other things and he really
opened up my eyes to
seeing that just by being
understanding, opening
up, talking to the students
and not being a teacher,
being a teacher, more like
a mentor or friend.

Personal Attributes
Some are happy go
lucky fun, like
Gardner, he talked,
laughter.

Voice

Relevant to
Student

Cause um, he
explains things but
then again he wants
your output on it.

Throughout the application of focused coding, I applied the process of theoretical
sampling. As I gathered data for emergent themes, I was able to discern whether there were any
new concepts I needed to explore or whether the categories and their properties needed further
refinement. At the point it seemed that I had exhausted any further possibilities of identifying
new properties emerging for a category, I determined the category to be theoretically saturated.
In keeping with the constant comparative method, anytime I had an idea I believed might be
relevant, I stopped and wrote a memo. The application of memo writing, initial (open) and
focused coding, theoretical sampling, and constant comparison method of analysis culminated in
an analytic framework of student and staff core conceptual categories and sub-categories as
outlined below in Table 3.11 and Table 3.12, respectively.
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Table 3.11
Final Student Core Conceptual Categories/Sub-Categories
Category

Sub-Category

Student experiences in Mr. Gardner’s class

Attributes
Approach to learning
Laughter
Open
Pressure
Teaching tools
Opinions, relevant and interesting
Gardner teaches
Critical thinking

Other teachers’ approach
Student experiences at GEC

Size
Easier
Love/Like
Drama
Care

Table 3.12
Final Staff Core Conceptual Categories/Sub-Categories
Category

Sub-Category

GEC’s students
Student challenges/barriers

Systemic educational
Societal messages
Neighborhoods/communities
Residents physically surrounding GEC
GEC’s school district
Home
Future

Staff challenges w/students

History
Academic disengagement
Varied academic abilities
Tied to their neighborhoods
Cell Phones
Emotional Toll

Staff cultural awareness/sensitivity

Approach to discipline
Need for Black Role Models
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Safety, Confidentiality, and Anonymity of Participants
In accordance with the National Research Act of 1974, the first step in protecting
potential participants for this study is to submit the human subjects research application to
Eastern Michigan University’s Institutional Review Board. As set forth by the Belmont Report:
Ethical Principles and Guidelines for the Protection of Human Subjects of Research, I strove to
be vigilant in my work with participants to adhere to the three ethical principles that must be
observed when conducting research with human beings: respect for persons, beneficence, and
justice (see Appendix G) (Fraenkel, Wallen, & Hyun, 2012; Seidman, 2006). Subsequently, in
order to ensure safety, confidentiality, and anonymity of the participants, the following
precautions were taken: each participant, and when required the participant’s parent or guardian,
was asked to sign a consent form that described the purpose of the research study, possible risks
and benefits, and how the data from the study would be disseminated; confidentiality was
protected at all times by assigning a fictitious name to the school, as well as fictitious names and
corresponding unique numeric identifiers to participants; the assent/ form presented to
participants clearly stated that their participation in the interview(s) was completely voluntary,
they could (or might) choose not to answer certain questions, and they could/might discontinue
participation at any time with no negative consequences; and all consent forms, audio recordings,
and transcripts were identified with the same unique numeric identifier assigned to fictitious
names and kept in a locked filing cabinet in my home office and in a password protected
computer file. Participants were also informed that, after completion of the dissertation project,
all audio recordings would be destroyed, only the signed assent/consent forms would have
identifying material, and these would be kept in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher's home
office for three years, after which they would be destroyed.
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Ethical Considerations
The National Association of Social Work (NASW) Code of Ethics, Christensen and Prout
(2002), and Magolda and Weems (2002) stress the importance that researchers do no harm.
Section 5.02 (j) of the NASW Code of Ethics (1996) states, “Social workers engaged in
evaluation or research should protect participants from unwarranted physical or mental distress,
harm, danger, or deprivation” (p. 25). Christensen and Prout (2002) suggest that research with
children must do no harm and needs to address the broader question of human rights of research
subjects. Subsequently, they look to the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child,
more specifically Article 12 and Article 13, as a guide to research. They argue, Article 12 and
Article 13 speak to the necessity of treating children as autonomous fellow human beings, and as
such their rights and views must be considered. Magolda and Weems (2002) provide valuable
strategies for ensuring no harm comes to research subjects, which include the following:
periodically asking yourself the question, "How are my actions harming others?"; getting to
know the context where you conduct research and allowing the context to guide ethical
decisions; and recognizing that writing is a political process. Thus, throughout the research
process it was vital that I be thoughtful of the rights of the research subjects as my fellow human
beings and practice strategies that hopefully would minimize harm.
Keeping in mind the strategies suggested by Magolda and Weems, one strategy I put into
practice was getting to know the context where I would be conducting my research. As of the
beginning of September 2014, I volunteered in the classroom where I would be conducting my
research. As previously mentioned, I hoped to develop trusting relationships with the students as
I came to know them, and them me. For this to happen, I was mindful of the qualities that foster
trusting relationships such as respect, listening, communication, empathy, and being authentic. I
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practiced critical reflection and kept a journal about my time in the classroom with students. I
asked myself, “Is it possible my actions might have harmed a student(s)?” If so, I determined
what to do differently in the future. Finally, throughout the writing process, it was key that I
remained cognizant of the power relations that existed, and endeavored to consider the ethical
and political ramifications my writing may have on the participants.
Another key consideration for the present study was to recognize and address the role that
race plays in the psychology of moral development and moral education. Walker and Snarey
(2004) argue that previous academic theories on the psychology of moral development and moral
education reflect the attitudes, values, and beliefs of Whites, thereby, ignoring the voices of
African American and other cultural communities. Presently, according to Walker and Snarey
(2004), the field of the psychology of moral development and moral education is divided by
those who espouse Lawrence Kohlberg’s ethic of justice and those who embrace Carol Gilligan’s
ethic of care, with the conversation being dominated by White researchers. In contrast, Walker
and Snarey (2004) contend that African Americans do not dichotomize the ethic of justice and
care but view both as essential to a child’s development.
As the majority of the youth in this study were African American, and a primary purpose
of this study was to create an educative experience with adolescent students and their teacher that
supported the students’ cognitive, social and emotional development, it was imperative that I
understood the role race played in their development. Therefore, throughout my research I
reflected on the themes that underlie an African American ethic of justice and care as put forth
by Walker and Snarey (2004): race is the dominant feature in how African Americans are
categorized; resistance and accommodation are both necessary for racial uplift; religion plays a
central role in African American views of care and justice; agency is not subordinate to the

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

129

legacy of oppression, rather Africa American youth derive their sense of agency from selfreflection, consistency, personal responsibility, pride, decision making ability and self-reliance;
and the self and community are not dichotomized, to care for one, is to care for the other.
Subjectivity and Reflexivity
As a social worker and researcher, it was imperative that I address my own subjectivity,
reflexivity, and White privilege during the research process, as they may shape my inquiry.
Foley (2002) posits that throughout the research process, critical ethnographers must question
themselves about their intentions, why they have made the choices they did, and who will be
affected as they conduct their research, thus, informing any decision they make in their endeavor
of critical research. Along similar lines, Peshkin (1988) states, “One’s subjectivity is like a
garment that cannot be removed” (p. 17). Consequently, throughout the entire research process,
researchers must systematically identify their subjectivity (positionality). In doing so, researchers
come to recognize what personal qualities within them have come to the forefront because of
their research. Peshkin places a strong emphasis on the influence personal qualities can have
with respect to altering the trajectory of the research study from its inception to its completion.
Along with addressing positionality, Foley (2002) claims that researchers must be reflexive. In
essence, being reflexive is stepping outside of one’s self and looking at one’s own experiences
through the eyes of others. Foley (2002) explains, through a continuous reflection of ourselves
we ultimately become reflexive, thus, aware of our own biases and assumptions that are rooted in
social construction. Likewise, Glesne (2006) argues that reflexivity involves critical reflection as
researchers delve deeper into self by positioning the self within the setting, context, and social
phenomena they seek to understand. At times, when I was keenly aware of my own feelings of
frustration with regard to some of the students’ apathy toward their education, or their poor
behavior, I stopped and questioned myself about my feelings. I realized my feelings were rooted
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in and based on my perceptions of what society dictates should be the norm. I realized that I
needed to remember the context of the students’ lived experience; thus, I was better positioned to
understand the possible reasons for the students’ attitudes toward education, or their poor
behavior. This, I believe, allowed me to develop positive relationships with the students as well
as staff members.
White Privilege, White Lady
As a White woman of privilege working with predominantly African American
adolescents who have been marginalized and disenfranchised by society, I realized I represented
the dominant society. That said, I had to ask myself how could I, as a White educator, positively
contribute to the educational experiences of students of color? For me, Gary Howard’s work We
Can’t Teach What We Don’t Know offers some valuable suggestions for working with youth in
multiracial schools. Howard (2006) suggests that White educators look deeply and critically at
themselves and the historical context of their students’ lives in order to become a healing force in
the lives of students of color. Moreover, through honesty, empathy, advocacy and action, White
educators can contribute to the healing process. According to Howard, “Honesty begins for
Whites when we learn to question our own assumptions and acknowledge the limitation of our
culturally conditioned perceptions of truth” (p. 73). In other words, Whites must look at
dominance from the inside by acknowledging our insecurity and privilege with regard to race
and the influence of the dominance paradigm. By calling for honesty in our teaching and in
addressing an honest multicultural portrayal of history, Whites contribute to the healing of
dominance (Howard, 2006). Empathy also contributes to the healing process by way of looking
at social reality through the lens of another. Howard succinctly sums up the meaning of empathy,
“Empathy requires the suspension of assumptions, the letting go of ego, and the release of the
privilege of non-engagement” (Howard, 2006, p. 77). Hence, empathy is the complete opposite
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of dominance. Empathy requires us to place ourselves in someone else’s shoes, to see and to
listen to others’ stories, and to see the world of others as it really is, not one that is skewed by
previous assumptions and insecurities. From my first day at GEC, I was aware of my Whiteness,
and in case I wasn’t, a student who called out, “White lady” as I walked toward Mr. Gardner’s
class reminded me. Because my hope was to be a healing force as Howard (2006) suggests,
empathy and honesty became my mantra.
Trustworthiness of the Data
A fundamental feature of any research study is the ability to assess whether or not the
research data are trustworthy. The present study falls under the umbrella of what Guba (1981)
and Lincoln and Guba (1985) refer to as, “naturalistic inquiry.” Simply put, Guba (1981) states,
“The term ‘naturalistic’ describes a paradigm for inquiry, not a method.” According to Guba
(1981), Lincoln and Guba (1985; 1986), and Guba and Lincoln (1989), naturalistic and
rationalistic inquiries are the two primary paradigms that inform disciplined inquiry (open to
inspection and verification), both of which are concerned with the trustworthiness or rigor of the
data. For those who adhere to a naturalistic or rationalistic inquiry, there are four concerns the
criteria for trustworthiness or rigor must address: truth value (confidence in the truth of the
findings), applicability (can be applied in other contexts or with other subjects), consistency
(possibility that findings can be consistently repeated, if replicated), and neutrality (findings are a
function solely of the participants), in naturalistic terms, creditability, transferability,
dependability and confirmability, respectively. The two naturalistic criteria I believe best suited
to this study are credibility and transferability.
Credibility. Credibility, which parallels internal validity in quantitative research, seeks to
establish that inquiry was carried out in a manner that can lead to the probability that the research
findings are said to be “credible,” and can be approved by those studied (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
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I utilized four of the six techniques associated with credibility; prolonged engagement at a site,
negative case analysis, triangulation, and member checks. Through prolonged engagement, I was
able to observe and participate in Mr. Gardner’s class, and at school activities, over a six-month
period. During the school’s first term, two days a week, I attended Mr. Gardner’s fourth hour
Restorative Justice class. During the school’s second term, I attended Mr. Gardner’s fourth hour
Restorative Justice class four days a week. Throughout this period, I intentionally arrived at the
school prior to the time I was to attend Mr. Gardner’s class. In doing so, I was able to watch the
students play basketball during their lunch period. Along with observing the boys play basketball,
I often utilized this time to converse with students and staff members who were in the
gymnasium as well. The staff break room became another area of the school that provided a
space for me to spend time with staff members. I made a regular habit of spending time at the
school before and after Mr. Gardner’s class. Moreover, I attended the school’s winter festival
and graduation ceremony.
Another technique I used to establish credibility is negative case analysis. It soon became
apparent, after I began at GEC, that it wouldn’t be difficult to find commonalities among the
students or staff participants; therefore, during transcription and data analysis, I used memo
writing to tease out commonalities and differences among participants.
As previously mentioned, I used interviews, participant-observation, and fieldnotes as
data collection techniques, and memo writing during transcription and throughout the data
analysis process. In so doing, I was able to triangulate my data by crosschecking data from
multiple sources and using multiple methods. Each of these data collection techniques
contributed to my ability to analyze the themes as they emerged in the data. Participantobservation contributed to my ability to take in-depth fieldnotes in the form of a journal. My
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journal contributed to my ability to crosscheck my interpretations and intuitions about my
observations, as well as study participants, to themes that emerged. Memo writing was another
source for crosschecking themes as they emerged from student and staff participant
transcriptions, as well as ideas/thoughts that surfaced in the process of data analysis.
Consequently, triangulation became my primary strategy for establishing credibility.
Member checking was also used to establish credibility. Throughout my time at GEC, I
took advantage of the opportunity to speak with students and staff members to verify information
I had gathered from my observations and interactions. In addition, after transcribing the
interviews, if there were gaps in my interviews that needed clarification or a follow-up question I
needed to ask a student, I followed-up with the student while at the school. Along with following
up with staff participants at the school, staff participants made themselves available to me by
email and telephone. Additionally, as both the school's principal and teacher with whom I
worked were key informants, I asked each of them to review their narratives for accuracy.
Accordingly, I made any corrections necessary so that the narrative accurately reflected their
comments.
Transferability. Transferability or “thick description” (as detailed above) parallels
external validity, or generalizability in conventional research. Through thick description, the
researcher attempts to provide a detailed description about the context of a study so that others
can make an informed judgment about whether or not the study is transferable to another context.
Depending upon the similarity or “fit” between two contexts, the naturalist, according to Guba
(1981), hopes to develop a working hypothesis that is transferable from one context to another.
Conclusion
In this chapter, an in-depth description of the methodologies chosen for the collection and
analysis of the student and staff participants’ narratives was provided. A grounded theory

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

134

approach was used to systematically obtain and analyze the data. This resulted in the
conceptualization of student and staff participants’ emergent themes grounded in the data
themselves. Approaches were employed to establish ethical considerations, subjectivity and
reflexivity, White privilege as a researcher, and the trustworthiness of the data (i.e., credibility,
validity, transferability) were also addressed. The following chapter introduce the eleven staff
participant narratives followed by an analysis of the staff participants’ emergent themes.
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Chapter 4: Staff Narratives/Emergent Themes and Analysis
Within this chapter, eleven staff participant narratives followed by an analysis of the staff
participants’ emergent themes from the previous chapter are presented. What I hope to convey is
a sense of the subtle and not so subtle nuances of the personalities of staff participants, their
perceptions about their experiences, and the unique role each of the staff participants play in the
lives of the students, from their perspectives and mine. Toward this end, staff participants’
narratives serve as the background for my analysis. Under the heading “Structure” that follows,
the structure of the Section II discussion is described. Next, a model of the students’
bioecological systems that mirror the staff participants’ emergent themes in Figure 4.1, is
followed by Figure 4.2, which shows the five basic components of Spencer’s PVEST and staff
participants’ emergent themes as either student risk contributors/challenges, protective
factors/social supports, or reactive coping strategies/corrective problem-solving strategies is
presented. The structure of Section II in Chapter 5 serves the same purpose in Chapter 5 as well.
But to set the stage, one of the themes that emerged from the staff participants’ narratives that
captures the essence of the majority of GEC’s students’ life circumstances is offered.
Structure
Within Section II of this chapter, and Section II in Chapter 5, the emergent staff/student
themes within the appropriate chronosystem, macrosystem, exosystem, mesosystem, and
microsystem levels are analyzed, respectively. When considering how best to approach the
structure of this chapter and Chapter 5, the discussion begins at the outermost level of the
students’ bioecological systems inward to emphasize the larger cultural and social contexts that
influence the various immediate social contexts within which the students develop throughout
the life course. The connections between the emergent themes and Bronfenbrenner’s and/or
Spencer’s theoretical models are shown also. Keep in mind, Spencer (2008), Spencer, Dupree,
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and Hartmann (1997), and Swanson et al’s (2002) PVEST merges a phenomenological
perspective with Bronfenbrenner’ s (1976, 1977, 1979, 1994) ecological systems theory, linking
context to perspective and thereby directly demonstrating life course development within context.
Then, the findings of other researchers as they relate to the respective emergent themes are
discussed.
Model of Students’ Bioecological Systems: Staffs’ Emergent Themes
A model of the students’ bioecological systems is shown in Figure 4.1 below to provide a
reference for the analysis that follows. The figure depicts the various bioecological systems and
the associated staff emergent themes within the appropriate bioecological systems level.

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

137

MACROSYSTEM

Students’ Challenges
Societal Messages
• Ferguson

EXOSYSTEM

MESOSYSTEM
Students’ Barriers
Educational

MICROSYSTEM
GEC’s Students

Students’ Barriers
Neighborhood/
Community
Residents
District

Teachers’ Challenges
Academic Disengagement
Tied to NeighborhoodStudent
Academic Abilities
Race
Cell Phones
Sex
Emotional Toll
Age
Teachers’ Cultural
Awareness/Sensitivity
Approach to Discipline
Need for Black Role Models
Students’ Barriers
Home

Teachers’ Challenges
Students’ History

Students’ Challenges
Future
CHRONOSYSTEM/ACROSS LIFE COURSE

Figure 4.1 Model of students’ bioecological systems: Staff's emergent themes
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Model of Students’ Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems Theory: Staffs’
Emergent Themes
A model of the phenomenological variant of ecological systems is shown in Figure 4.2
below to provide a reference for the analysis that follows. The figure depicts the various PVEST
components and the associated staff emergent themes under the appropriate component.
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Life-stage coping outcomes (5)
Unproductive

Risk
Contributors

Productive

Protective
Factors
Emergent identities:
Stable Coping Responses (4)
Negative

Positive

Net Stress (Engagement)
Level (2)

Challenges

Social
Supports

Reactive Coping Strategies: (3)
Corrective Problem-Solving Strategies
Maladaptive

Students’ Risk Contributors/Challenges
Systemic Educational Barriers
Societal Messages
Neighborhood/Community
District Residents
School District
Home
Future
Students’ History
Academic Disengagement
Emotional Toll

Adaptive

Students’ Reactive Coping Strategies/Stable Coping Responses
Academic Disengagement
Tied to Neighborhood
Academic Abilities
Use of Cell Phones

Students’ Protective Factors/Social Supports
Staffs’ Cultural Awareness/Sensitivity

Figure 4.2 Phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory: Staff's emergent themes
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Students’ Life Circumstances
Perceptions about the life circumstances of the majority of the students at GEC emerged
from my interviews with staff participants. Ms. Hale provides a powerful image of the students
at GEC:
These kids are largely impoverished, but not all of them. They are clearly to me invisible,
throwaway, too difficult to attempt to work with. They’ve been judged, they’ve been
juried, and not in any way meaningful or useful way. Misunderstood, a huge amount of
misunderstood kids. And, they’re all works in progress as far as I’m concerned…They’ve
been pretty awesome. Frustrating, yes, they can be intensely frustrating. Gross, oh yes,
they can be gross…Yet valuable, yeah. Able to contribute, oh my gosh, yes. They just
need a lot of support.
Ms. Moon sees trauma as the “common factor” among students’ at GEC:
Every kid, you can point to and there’d be a story that wasn’t dealt with or understood or
just kind of passed over and now here they are. So they couldn’t focus in school or maybe
they had a little bit of a reading disability or a big reading disability but no one did
anything. That can lead to trauma too because now you’re being made fun of you’re
stupid, you’re not smart, you’re this or that. And so here they are.
Though Mrs. Knight doesn’t specifically say the word, trauma, she does talk about the
violence some of the students have experienced “Terrible things. When I hear it’s almost like,
you've got to be kidding. That can’t be true. Whether it’s sister was killed, or they themselves
were raped. I’ve heard it. You know, more times than I wish to.” She continues, talking about the
physical and emotional side of violent acts she has seen and heard “Occasionally, there’s a
couple of kids that have wounds from gunshots. For example, the one kid came and he still had
stitches in his belly and he wasn’t afraid to show me. It wasn’t like he was trying to hide

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

141

anything, which was surprising to me also.” Sounding perplexed she continues, “ If it's a medal
of honor or that they’re proud of it. I’m not sure how to read, react to that all the time.” Through
art, Ms. Sofo proposes that some of the students have been able to process their grief about the
loss of a friend or family member, “I think there was some sort of grief therapy there for those
kids,” she tells me.
Mrs. Ireland, Ms. Moon, Ms. Sofo, and Mr. Gardner, speak about what they perceive to
be the impact of some of the students’ life circumstance on their lives. Mrs. Ireland suggests the
reason some of the students are not teachable is because of the trauma they have experienced:
I never thought I’d say this, but there are kids who are not teachable and it’s not their
fault, but they have some kind of trauma and they're not ready for school. They need
some time still. And, the sad thing is, unfortunately, when we tell them they’re not ready
for school, they have no place else to go. Or, they end up in jail or they end up in the
streets.
While Ms. Moon believes that, for some of the students, their life circumstances become so big
that graduating from high school seems unimportant:
I think a lot of kids are completely overwhelmed in their everyday life. And now, I’m
throwing education at you. And, I want the diploma. Ask any kid here, “I want it,” but
some are not willing to do anything to get it. That's a huge problem.
Ms. Sofo believes that some of the students don’t believe in themselves, “I think it’s their selfimage and their outlook on the future. They really don’t have concrete answers. I don’t think
they want to really invest themselves in something that they just don’t believe in sometimes.”
Out of necessity, some of the students at GEC have become street smart; thus, survivors.
As Ms. Sofo points out, some of the students believe that is more important than an education,
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“[They’re] different ways of being a survivor, and the kids have said, ‘I have a street smart
education, and that’s more valuable in life than an academic education.’ I’ve had a lot of kids tell
me that.”
Section I: Eleven Staff Participant Narratives
In this section, eleven staff participant narratives are presented. As noted in the preceding
chapter, staff participants varied in age, gender, race, the length of time at GEC, and educational
attainment. Table 4.1 below, identifies the staff participants by name, their role at GEC, and
some of characteristics that best describe their various personalities.
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Table 4.1
Characteristics of Staff Participants
Name

Role

Characteristics

Ms. Hale

Dean of Students

Energetic
Compassionate
Empathetic
Determined

Mr. Wales

Assistant Dean

Strong Presence
Concerned
Disciplinarian

Ms. Moon

Counselor

Calming
Different perspective

Mr. Grant

Security Guard

Patient
Understanding
Foster care worker

Mr. Ashton

Security Guard

Aware
Listens
Role Model

Mrs. Knight

Secretary

Welcoming
Observant

Mr. Bradshaw

Custodian

Consistent
Character

Mrs. Ireland

Educator - English, Dance, Drama

Fun
Keeps it real

Ms. Hanan

Educator - Communication Arts/

Kind hearted
Committed

Poetry
Ms. Sofo

Educator - Arts Program

Motherly
Reflective

Mr. Gardner

Educator - History, Restorative

Odd sense of humor
Lenient
Open hearted
Realistic
Utilizes current events issues and
students’ issues
Passion for special education

Justice
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Dean of students Ms. Hale. The dean of Griffith Educational Center (GEC), Ms. Hale,
who is a White middle-aged woman, is best described as energetic, passionate, and empathetic.
In other words, Ms. Hale is a woman with a mission. Seeing her at work over the course of eight
months, I have come to be in awe of the energy she puts out into the world, as well as her
passion and compassion for the youth she serves. Never a dull moment, Ms. Hale’s office seems
to have a revolving door. When she is not in a meeting or working in her office, she is in the
hallway talking with staff or students, dropping in on a classroom, helping out when a teacher is
out for the day, or just watching over the school in general. It is the passion and empathy I see
and hear as she goes about her day that seem to fuel the energy pushing her forth in her mission,
a mission to provide an alternative high school education program for prospective and current
students.
Dean of GEC for the past eight years, Ms. Hale has academic credentials that span over
26 years and include a vast array of experiences. Several years after her foray into education
began, as a concerned parent and community advocate in her local pubic school district, Ms.
Hale served as a school board trustee for ten years, three of which were as board president.
During this period, Ms. Hale held several other positions that include teaching religious
education for 17 years, assuming the position of director of religious education for seven of those
years and teaching at a local business college for six years.
However, it was her seven-year experience volunteering at the alternative education
program in the school district she served that was the impetus for what became her passion,
alternative education. Ms. Hale tells me, “Volunteering there, I realized that these kids are the
truth tellers in the system.” Several years later, after receiving her teaching certificate, Ms.
Hale’s goal was to develop an alternative education preparation program. As there were no
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alternative education preparation programs available, she took a position teaching English at the
high school in the district she formerly served. According to Ms. Hale, she “loved the kids,” and
it was a “great school system.” Though teaching English for seven periods with 33 to 35 students
per class, with 10 to 12 of those students having Individual Education Plans, was nearly
impossible, it was when the district no longer saw students as individuals, but as statistics, that
Ms. Hale decided to leave the district and return to the position she previously held as Director of
Religious Education. Shortly after, the then superintendent of GSD, who knew Ms. Hale and of
her interest in alternative education, called and asked her to become the Dean of Students at
Griffith Educational Center, overseeing both alternative and adult education.
Dean of students. Over the course of her eight-year tenure, Ms. Hale has worked
tirelessly, continually adapting curriculum and the school’s focus to meet the superintendent’s
directive. Moreover, she also had to address Governor Jennifer Granholm’s 2004 education
reform policy and the federal No Child Left Behind (e) Act of 2001 requirements. All the while,
she was trying to provide students in need of an alternative education, “[A space] for whatever it
is they want to do or become,” she says. Since GEC’s sole purpose was to bring money into the
district, Ms. Hale was faced with the challenge of growing the alternative and adult education
programs to compete with surrounding districts. In so doing, the district could capitalize on the
$7,800 Full-time Equivalency (FTE) paid by the state for full-time students who met the age
criteria.
Under Ms. Hale’s leadership, GEC has grown from two teachers, who did not have any
professional development, and 40 students to 14 full/part time teachers, who are highly qualified
in their disciplines, 8 additional staff, and around 300 students a year. Moreover, when Ms. Hale
became Dean, teachers were paid hourly and had no benefits. Additionally, students and teachers
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did not have a lunch period, even though they were at the school from 7:45 a.m. to 2:00 p.m.
Basically, “It was a hot mess…It really was not ethical, legal or moral,” she tells me. Although
teacher pay has improved as a result of Ms. Hale’s efforts, GEC’s administration and staff are
paid considerably lower than their counterparts with the same experience in the district’s other
schools.
Always thinking outside the box, Ms. Hale wanted to offer students who are unable to
physically be in the classroom a chance to complete their high school education. Toward that end,
Ms. Hale, along with one of her staff members, began a Seat Time Waiver program in the 2010–
2011 school year. The Seat Time Waiver Program is a small but labor-intensive program of
around 50 students that only brings in a portion of FTE per semester. Ms. Hale tells me, “[It is a]
nice thing because if I have a kid that's struggling or that's pregnant…or the car is in the shop and
they can’t afford to get it out, which happens way too frequently,” they have an opportunity to
complete their education. The program also allows the school to keep the students who, as Ms.
Hale says, “Are on a different time frame,” such as the student who is 19 years old and turning
20, from being cast off. Students are provided a tablet or netbook, instruction, as well as a
mentor teacher to work with them.
Under scrutiny. During my time at GEC, it became clear that Ms. Hale and her staff were
in constant fear of the district closing the school. The heightened anxiety of not knowing whether
the school would close at the end of the 2014–2015 school year was evident. Ms. Hale recalls the
first time the district threatened to close the school, “For the first six or seven years that I was
here, I was evaluated solely on one number, and that was my head count.” In other words, was
she making money for the district? Of those years, there was only one year the school was not in
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the black; that was the year the Seat Time Waiver program was initiated. Ms. Hale talks about
what happened that year:
We weren’t so good at documenting [the Seat Waiver Program] but we learned, and we
fixed it…I was threatened that if we had another year like this that the board might say to
close the school. And so we’ve all been like in terror ever since.
Once again, Ms. Hale and her staff find themselves in a similar situation. A situation not
related to finances but as a result of NCLB, the superintendent’s and board’s vision for the
district, and the community’s perception about the school. As direct result of NCLB that holds
schools to higher standards and increased accountability, GEC’s existence is threatened.
Threatened because the district is no longer content to just capitalize on the financial resources
GEC can contribute, rather, the district is more concerned with how GEC makes the district look
on paper, better known in NCLB terms as Accountability Initiatives. This is evident in a letter
the superintendent of GSD addressed to the Griffith School Community that he posted on the
school’s website. In his letter to the Griffith School Community, he explains why the district’s
Michigan Department of Education’s School Accountability Scorecards reflect the lowest
possible score, Red:
The MDE has developed a color system for districts and schools called Accountability
Scorecards, which is now in its second year. In order of highest color to lowest, they are:
Green, Lime, Yellow, Orange, and Red…What does this mean? The Griffith School
District’s overall color of Red, while a majority of our schools are Yellow, may seem odd.
The District was assigned a Red color for having two or more Red cells in any subgroup,
and for having a Red cell for graduation rates. Both GHS (including students with
disabilities participating in Post-High School) and Griffith Educational Center (an
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alternative high school program that admits students from Wayne, Oakland and Macomb
counties) graduation rates are totaled adding GHS’s 95.9% rate to GEC. The combined
district rate doesn’t meet the required target of 80%. Most students who attend GEC
come to the school behind and off track to graduate. In fact, many GEC graduates are
considered ‘drop outs’ by the State because they didn’t graduate ‘on time.’ The district
also had Red cells for the bottom 30% of students not performing proficiently, and Red
cells in the students with disabilities categories. The District did, however, receive a
Green cell for having the All Students category at proficiency levels.
Frankly, GEC’s Michigan Merit Examination (MME) scores pull the district’s scores down.
Consequently, the district is going over GEC’s data with a fine tooth comb. Exasperated by
always having to walk on eggshells and the constant worry about whether the district will close
the school, Ms. Hale states:
As long as I was bringing in the bacon, they left me alone. Now, it’s not about the bacon.
The game changed…When I came in that's what my charge was. And the way I could
sleep at night given that my staff had such a horrible contract…The way I could sleep at
night is that we were really trying to improve instruction…I want to do what’s best for
my kids. And basically I have been able to do that…Now we’re under the microscope.
Even though GEC’s students face personal and/or academic barriers and challenges, they
are expected to do the same as their peers in a traditional school setting. For those students who
have an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) this is especially difficult, since the school is not
allocated resources to make accommodations. “We’re expected to do all the same things. And
it’s unrealistic and unfair. It’s just not right. We don’t get passes here,” Ms. Hale tells me.
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Along with the GEC’s Michigan Merit Test scores impacting the district’s Annual Yearly
Progress (AYP), the school is also evaluated on graduation rate. Unfortunately, there is no
formula to predict graduation rate. Ms. Hale speaks to how different the path to graduation can
be for a student attending GEC:
I’ve got some kids who spend 10 weeks with us and graduate. I got some kids that spend
10 weeks with us and drop out. I’ve got some kids that spend four years and graduate.
Some spend two and one-half years [and graduate]. Some kids spend a year, they leave,
and then they come back.
Moreover, based on the State of Michigan’s high school graduation rate formula, GEC
has about a 20 to 30 percent graduation rate. By the end of the fiscal school year for 2013–2014,
around 112 students graduated from GEC. The same year, GEC had about 300 students over the
course of the school year. That said, because of the flux of students coming and going for
whatever the reason may be, GEC has no tangible way to predict which student will or won’t
graduate or when. What is ironic about the situation is that the superintendent holds GEC to a
higher standard than the district’s traditional high school. The sound of frustration in Ms. Hale’s
voice as well as her determination are clear as she speaks with me about an upcoming meeting
with the school’s superintendent to discuss GEC’s failure rate. She states:
So, we’re supposed to be able to do here, at our under resourced school, with our low
paid teachers, what they can’t do…I’m trying to make a point. I ’m not sure that it’s
being heard because they have an agenda. I have one too. And I will find a way to keep
this place open. No matter what, I will find a way to keep this place open!
Not to mention, the district also takes a direct hit since funding is ultimately tied to student
performance.
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Griffith vision. Directly impacting GEC’s future is how their data stack up against the
Griffith School District’s vision for the future. “Griffith is on a trajectory where their vision from
on high is about becoming a model school district,” Ms. Hale asserts. Unhappily, GEC is not part
of the equation. What the district wants from Ms. Hale is for her to be more selective about the
students they accept; that is something Ms. Hale refuses to do. Even though Ms. Hale or Mr.
Wales spend an hour with every family before accepting a student, she doesn’t have a crystal ball
to predict what student will/won’t be successful. “I don’t know how to predict who's going to be
successful and who isn’t. I’m wrong fifty-percent of the time. And I’m happily wrong, because I
want to help whoever I can,” she tells me.
Community. Another contributing factor for the district’s decision to move GEC out of
the GHS is the community reaction to the school. According to Ms. Hale, the community
perception is that GEC is a “last chance” school that will “take anybody.” In a manner of
speaking, it is true that GEC is a last chance for students in need of an alternative education. Ms.
Hale clarifies:
The perception the community has of our school is that we’re like, the last chance place,
and that we really will take anybody, and there’s truth to that. That kids that really don’t
succeed anywhere else will be able to at least come here. And that is sort of the
imprimatur we have. And at the same time, that's not what we are about…I’m glad
people think that way. I’m glad that we have that mindset about our work ourselves; that
we’re willing to take anybody.
The residents immediately surrounding the school also have a negative impression of GEC. Ms.
Hale, assessing the neighborhood says, “I think that if you were to go door to door they would
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say they hate it. What’s interesting about it is that this is a middle class African American
community, primarily, around us…They don’t like to see raggedy Black kids.”
Since her tenure, Ms. Hale has struggled with the district’s negative portrayal of GEC to
students “They point a finger at us and go, that's where the bad kids go.” Sadly, GEC went
unacknowledged by the Griffith school community with the exception of being used to threaten
students. Ms. Hale shares with me that GEC (formerly known as Brighton) was held over the
students’ heads to keep them in line, “It’s that bad place. For years it was called Brighton, and
the myth was that if you are not good enough to be successful at Griffith High School (GHS),
you’re going to have to go to that terrible place.” This was especially alarming, because GHS
was the only direct feeder to the GEC. In an effort to squelch the negative messages being told
to students about GEC, Ms. Hale went directly to the source. She described for me what
happened:
Finally, last year, I had had enough. I called the principal and said, “Can we come over
and just talk about our program?” I said, “You know what, I’ve just heard it too many
times. That this threat that is told to the kids. That it’s this terrible place. And what I want
to speak to them about and want to let them know is you’re doing double harm to these
kids. They feel bad enough about it when you’re telling them they have to leave. And
now, oh by the way, that threat’s going to come true. That awful thing we warned you
about is coming home to roost. And yes, you’ve been so bad that you have to go that
place that’s so stigmatized.” So, the school counselor and I went to a staff meeting and
the principal wasn’t there, but I just said, “I have one thing I want to ask of you. We’re
just here to ask you a favor. Would you please not do this? Will you please just not tell
the kids that if they don’t buck up that they’re gonna have to go to this terrible place?
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And then when you get them down and they’re already feeling badly, wham-o, there you
go. So, you’ve made their experience for the transition and ours, doubly hard. Can’t we
just support them? For whatever reason they were not successful here, but we’ve got this
other great option and it probably will be better for you.”
Ms. Hale acknowledges that after she addressed the issue with GEC staff, things have been better.
However, debunking the mythology that surrounds alternative education seems to come with the
territory.
Staff/student dynamics. The reality is that students at GEC are very similar, adolescents
who have been marginalized and disenfranchised by society. Students at GEC are in what Ms.
Hale refers to as a “lowest quartile phenomenon, meaning that the students are not exposed to
normative role models other than staff. Consequently, Ms. Hale argues, some of the behaviors of
GEC’s students are self-reinforcing in their environment. Toward that end, Ms. Hale and her
staff are working to establish better norms, to engage the community, and to raise the bar for
GEC students and staff. Ms. Hale also points out that her staff is “a little bit too White.” I
mention that I noticed that when I first came to GEC and wondered why. Unfortunately, even
though educators of color have been offered positions, teacher salary has discouraged both Black
and White job applicants from accepting a position. The bottom line, “We don’t pay enough,”
Ms. Hale says. What follows is the dialogue that took place between Ms. Hale and myself as a
result of my response to what I have just learned
Interviewer: I think it’s important to point out that because your school is an alternative
education school within your community, the school and the teachers are not seen as
deserving.
Ms. Hale: That's right.
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Interviewer: For me, that sends a message that the teachers aren’t and the students aren’t.
Ms. Hale: It’s an extension, yes.
Interviewer: I hope you don’t mind but I will mention that?
Ms. Hale: You can, and you should.
Interviewer: It’s about how society sees these youth, that we see them as being less than
deserving.
Ms. Hale: Yes, stepchildren
Interviewer: It’s funny you should say that because I said to my husband “This school is
the stepchild of the district.” This is what I’m getting from you.
Ms. Hale: Yes, they’re embarrassed by us.
Interviewer: When you were talking about the perception that kids can come here as a
last chance, that is also the social stigma with any alternative education school.
Ms. Hale: Yes.
Interviewer: Because that’s always how it’s referred to. They’re sending them there is the
last chance. Alternative education schools, instead of being truly alternate ways of
learning, are places we send kids when we don’t want them in other schools.
Ms. Hale: Right! Absolutely!...[Today] if you are short credits, you come into Griffith,
into the accounting office building in the front part of this building; they send you right to
me. And I’m Griffith. But you can’t come to Griffith schools if you are going to ruin our
accreditation. It’s ridiculous. It’s ridiculous…It’s absurd, but you’re right.
Want for students. Throughout my interview, as well as periodic conversations with Ms.
Hale, her wants for the students are foremost in her quest to provide them an opportunity to
develop the skills they will need to fulfill their aspirations. She states:
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I want the kids to be self-determinative. I want the kids to have agency about their own
lives and their community. I want them to think critically and make good decisions…I
want them to have great lives. However, they define them.
Ms. Hale points out that it’s more challenging for the students at GEC because they have
already been “grossly under resourced.” At the same time, Ms. Hale also believes GEC has an
obligation to expose students to what possibilities exist. She expounds, “We have an obligation
though. To expose them to what college might be like, to what higher learning in any fashion
might be like, to what the possibilities are because they really don’t know. They really don’t
know.” Whether or not a student graduates or spends only a short time at GEC, from my
experience there, Ms. Hale’s “want,” for the student’s experience to be life changing is a sure
thing.
Assistant dean Mr. Wales. The assistant dean of GEC, Mr. Wales, can often be found
working at a desk in the middle of the main office that he shares with other staff members. Other
times, when he needs a quiet place to work or meet with staff and/or students, he can be found in
the staff break area or off the main hallway in a small make shift conference room. Like Ms.
Hale, Mr. Wales is always busy. Watching Mr. Wales, I observe the strong presence he emits
when he enters a classroom to speak with a student or teacher, walking through the school,
talking with a student, or just standing quietly by. When Mr. Wales’ name is mentioned or he
pops into a classroom, students take notice and behave accordingly. Listening to the students
while at GEC when Mr. Wales’s name comes up, I learn quickly that the students understand he
means business. At the same time, not once have I heard or seen anything but respect from the
students when they talk about Mr. Wales. I have been witness to his firm yet compassionate
demeanor when he talks with a student. Specifically, I recall one instance when a young man I
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had been talking with in the front office had no idea how many credits he had even though he
was soon to be 20 years old. Mr. Wales walked over to the file cabinet, pulled out the young
man’s transcript, and proceeded to speak with him about what he needed to do to get the job
done. What I found most intriguing was what was not verbally said between Mr. Wales and the
student, but the student understood exactly what he meant by his expressions and the tone of his
voice.
Born and raised in the city of Detroit, Mr. Wales, who is African American and around
40 years of age, graduated from one of Detroit’s elite public high schools. The son of parents
who are both educators, Mr. Wales always knew he wanted to get into education. A sports
enthusiast, Mr. Wales majored in physical education, with a minor in health, and eventually
received his master’s degree in school administration. Mr. Wales’ first position in the field of
education was for a charter school that provided physical and health education services to private
schools in Detroit. After, Mr. Wales took a position as a physical education teacher at a Detroit
public high school, and eventually became Dean of the school, a position he held for roughly
three years. Yet, when he became the assistant dean of GEC, transitioning from a traditional high
school to an alterative high school was a real eye-opener, “Coming over from a traditional school
into alternative, I knew it was going to be a little tricky. But I want to work with this population
because this is the population that society wants to throw away.” Having similar sentiments to
Ms. Hale, Mr. Wales values the unique situation students at GEC are placed in by society. In his
fourth year as assistant dean, he works closely with Ms. Hale “I just try to assist Ms. Hale, as
well as make this program one of the best in the state. Although we do have some issues, we’re
always constantly trying to find ways to get better.”
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Average day. When I ask Mr. Wales to describe his average day, he chuckles at first. An
average day for Mr. Wales consists of disciplining students, stopping by classrooms, parent or
new student meetings, going over transcripts, or standing in the hallways watching or interacting
with students and/or staff. Most of the discipline problems occur after lunch, when the students’
energy level is elevated because of all the sugary products such as juice and candy they consume.
Basically, it boils down to being present with the students “We’re social, we do so much. We do
a lot of social work. Trying to keep the peace,” Mr. Wales says. About 65% of Mr. Wales’ time
is spent on student discipline. For Mr. Wales, the time is well spent and a source of pride; he
explains:
I want to make sure that we have a positive learning environment here. I want to hold
students accountable for their actions. You can’t have a positive learning environment if
students are causing disruptions and disrupting others from learning. So, I take pride in
making sure that we have some structure.
Additionally, in his role as disciplinarian, students know Mr. Wales has high expectations for
them, and when necessary they will be dealt with accordingly. Thrown into the mix, Mr. Wales
adds love for the students. Even when the end result may be a student suspension, a positive
relationship still remains between him and the student.
Curious about why students are allowed to use cell phones at school, I mention to Mr.
Wales that I notice the students are in the hallways and classes with their phones on and ask him
what the school’s philosophy is behind it. On the one hand, although Mr. Wales is not wild about
students having phones on at school, the school recognizes that their population of students has
some extenuating circumstances, such as being a parent, having a probation officer, or taking
care of parents or siblings, that require them to have access to their phones. On the other, Mr.
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Wales is not happy that students use headphones during class time “What I don’t understand is
the headphones. To me, a student can’t learn by having that music distracting them.” I share with
Mr. Wales that my experience at GEC, when it comes to music, it's a challenge to get them to
turn it down. Sounding exactly like a student, he replies “Can I have my headphones on now
while you’re lecturing and then take them off? So, you get into that gray area. You know what’s
going on.”
Issues. When I ask Mr. Wales about parental involvement, his whole demeanor changes.
One of the big issues school staff struggle with is parental involvement. Mr. Wales speaks with
me about the school’s recent parent teacher conference:
Yes, it's a struggle. It's a struggle. For instance, we just had parent teacher conference on
December 3 and 2, and we couldn’t have had more than 15 to 20 parents. And right now,
on our fall count that just passed October 2, we had 243 students on our books. But a
good number of those students, I’m going to say 66, come from what’s called the Seat
Time Waiver Program that’s all online. So those students don’t come to the building. I’m
still talking about 180 students. Yet, still we only had maybe at the most 15 to 20 parents.
We have some work to do. And our teachers call parents every chance they get. So that's
one way, we always communicate.
Sadly, along with a lack of parental involvement, Mr. Wales does not have the resources
to support students with an IEP or provide transportation for students that wish to attend a
technical high school program outside the district. Students who have an IEP can go back to their
home district to receive services, but the likelihood of that happening is slim. Mr. Wales does
inform the parent(s) or legal guardian, during the interview process, that the school does not have
the resources to make accommodations for the student with an IEP. The interview process is an
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arduous process. Twice a year, Mr. Wales, Ms. Hale, and possibly Ms. Moon and/or other staff
members meet with prospective and returning students for about an hour. The first set of
interviews begins in the summer and goes through count day in October, with the second round
after January. Mr. Wales tells me:
We always say, the reason why we’ve had a lot of students with IEP’s or students that
receive a service, have some success here, without even having a resource room, not
having a para-professional, because our teachers accommodate for all of our students.
At the time of our interview, Mr. Wales estimated that 10 to 15 percent of the students at GEC
have an IEP at some point throughout their educational career.
Mr. Wales lets me know that, at GEC, the goal is to prepare the students for the next step
in their life, whether that next step is college, trade school, or employment. At GEC, there is an
opportunity for students to attend a neighboring school district’s technical high school for a
certification in trades such as nursing, culinary arts, auto technology, business, or cosmetology.
Regrettably, transportation is always an issue for students who attend GEC, particularly since
almost 85% of the students live in the city of Detroit. Consequently, students who want to make
use of this opportunity cannot. A couple of years ago, Mr. Wales and Ms. Hale submitted a
transportation plan to the district but were turned down. Another resource GEC lacks is current
technology.
One of the issues students have with the school is that they would like more African
Americans on staff. Echoing what Ms. Hale told me, Mr. Wales says “We’re trying to [hire
African American teachers]…what really turns the candidates that we had that were African
American, they saw how much first year teachers made and it ran them away.” Luckily, staff
turnover has been minimal in the four years Mr. Wales has been Assistant Dean. “The four years
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that I’ve been here, we only lost three teachers. Basically, they had a better opportunity as well
as more pay. Here at GEC we’re the lowest paid in the district, as well as administrators and
staff,” he states.
Creative ways. I ask Mr. Wales if he can give me an example of something he’s
implemented that he believes has made a positive impact on the kids. Mr. Wales refers to several
specific practices/initiatives he feels have made a difference. First, holding students accountable
for their actions. As a result, Mr. Wales has received positive feedback from the staff. Modest
about the changes staff has noticed, Mr. Wales tells me, “I'm not trying to toot my own horn, but
they’ve seen a change. And they’ve said it's a positive one.” Second, since developing
relationships are key, GEC staff work toward having and keeping relationships with the students
on a daily basis. Third, Mr. Wales also worked with Ms. Hale and another staff member to
implement the Seat Time Waiver program. Finally, another practice, Mr. Wales is working with
staff on incorporating restorative justice practices into their daily work with students. For
example, when a student has a verbal confrontation, Mr. Wales sits and talks with the student,
rather than just kicking them out of school, as was the practice at the previous high school he
worked at. The building of community through relationships is reflective of the restorative
justice practice the school is using. Mr. Wales clarifies:
You want to have students take accountability of their own actions, as well as be able to
admit that they’re wrong. What wrongdoing did they create from the situation? But we
are trying to build a positive community, almost like a family atmosphere here.
A couple restorative justice activities teachers use at GEC are peace circles and fish bowl circles.
A new initiative Ms. Hale and Mr. Wales are excited about is the trauma program
implemented for GEC’s 2014–2015 school year. The University of Michigan’s School of
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Education and School of Social Work, in collaboration with GEC, are working to support
students who have struggled in school, with a focus on social-emotional learning. Toward that
end, the University of Michigan has placed four graduate level teaching interns, one graduate
level social work intern, and one student who is doing an independent study in social work at
GEC. Mr. Wales states, “The University of Michigan [Trauma] piece was big. Not only with the
social workers but with the [teacher] interns. We have like six interns who are doing wonderful
things on top of what our teachers are doing.” Furthermore, GEC’s arts program is also well
received by students, family members, and staff. Twice a year, students’ artwork, poetry, dances,
and music are showcased at the school’s winter and spring festivals.
Reality. Based on Mr. Wales’ experience with the students at GEC the past four years,
the reality for students who are unable to complete the program is not always positive:
If students can’t make it in our program, then they probably won’t be successful in their
high school experience. Now, I’m not saying all. Some get incarcerated–that's a small
population. However, if they don’t make it here, a lot of our students just go into the
work field, as well as some try to get their GED [General Education Diploma], but GED
is tough right now. And some do have some success going to another alternative school.
The next step for the majority of students who graduate from GEC is attending one of the local
community colleges, although some students have gone on to attend a four-year university or to
join the armed forces.
Counselor Ms. Moon. A middle-aged White woman, Ms. Moon has been the counselor
at GEC for eight years. Ms. Moon has a bachelor’s degree in school counseling and has taken
14–16 credits specializing in children and adolescents. As a counselor for the students, Ms.
Moon’s perspective takes on a different tone than the other staff members I interview. When I
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ask Ms. Moon about her experience at GEC, she responds by talking about how the 2014–2015
school year is different and why it may be so different from previous years:
This year it’s different. And you never know, is it external? Is it the economy that slowly
things kind of trickle down to this population of kids? Um, or is it, over generations kids
change, right. And they learn differently. So, we’re not changing who comes here. We
get the same kind of kids, who are in foster care, kids who have been asked to leave
schools or have been to 3 or 4 schools. Um, from a kid perspective, it might be we have
more kids that don’t have a car; they don’t have reliable transportation. I have more kids
saying, ‘I’m not going to walk from Sugarland here.’
Though Sugarland is only about a half-mile from GEC, because there are no sidewalks from
Sugarland to GEC, students take issue with going around the neighborhood to get to school.
Instead, students cut through neighboring residents’ yards, which ends up causing more problems
for GEC. Along with being unhappy about GEC students cutting through their yards, residents
tend to blame the students for bad things that happen in the area. Ms. Moon explains, “We’ve
had problems before where residents may have thought our kids being an alternative school were
doing bad things. And so now, every time something bad happens the finger would be pointed
here.” Students with low credits toward graduation and younger teachers are a couple other
reasons Ms. Moon believes may be contributing to things being different this year. She clarifies
her position:
I’m thinking we have a lot of kids with not a lot of credits. So, if I have 7 credits and I
need 22 to graduate, that's a long way off. “I’ll do it next term. I’ll do it next year. I’ll do
it. I’ll try harder in January, Ms. Moon, I promise.”
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At the same time, GEC also has some younger teachers, who have not quite come into
their own. From her experience at GEC, Ms. Moon tells me that it usually takes about three years
for teachers to come into their own, “Everyone has a different teaching style. It seems to work
for small populations. There isn’t like one teacher that will get everyone. Although we did have a
teacher a few years ago who could do that.” Several times throughout the interview with Ms.
Moon, she provides valuable insight into how the teacher she referred to was able to reach all of
the students. The following comments made by Ms. Moon are excerpts from the interview that
speak to what she believes made the difference:
Well, I think part of it was, she was African American. She was young. I saw her change
from year one to year three. She integrated a lot of media into her classroom to teach. She
brought in a lot of media, a lot of music, a lot of Will Smith movies. Just like, little clips
to drill home a point. She also did use Peace Circles in a pretty regular way. She was just
able to relate to them.
Class was interesting. It wasn’t just doing work sheets. She found other ways to
engage…I know that this particular teacher, her structure, she was non-judgmental, but
she did hold them to a standard. Expectations–a little bit of language. Um, being on time.
She did have some rules and they started to respect that a little better.
She’s the one teacher who could say, “You know what, it’s not going to work today, but I
want you to know that I still love you. So, you come back tomorrow and I can’t wait to
see you. Today, it’s not going to work.” And so she could set that and I think people felt
safe in the classroom. I think sometimes in some classrooms, I don’t know if you always
feel like the person in charge, really is in charge.”
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She really understood the music the kids were listening to. Where they were hanging out
on weekends. She knew stuff, and so she could talk about that. And so, she could kind of
talk their language. And she was a basketball player. So, she could capture the boys’
respect because she coached them in basketball…She used a lot of analogy to basketball
and she was able to reach them.
I think if we had more structure in the classrooms, not a lot, but just like cell phones or
just when you leave a room you must have a pass. That's one thing that the other teacher
did that was successful. Kids didn’t come in and out. It wasn’t a porous boundary. She
knew who was coming and who was going. She was aware of it. And you had to have a
pass.
When I ask Ms. Moon whether she believes the teacher being African American might be the
reason the students view her as more relatable, her response reflects Ms. Hale’s and Mr. Wales’
comments about the need for teachers of color, teacher salary, and GEC being a moneymaker for
the district:
I think it is important. I think that if we had more people of color in here it would be
helpful. Ms. Hale has certainly tried to do what she can, but you know what, the salary is
ridiculous. The salary is half of what you could make at Griffith High School. It’s
ridiculous…We’re here to make money for Griffith High School. That's the goal.
Sounding disappointed, Ms. Moon is able to put the impact of low teacher salary into
perspective:
The teacher, Mr. Grant’s sister, would not have left here could she have made that money,
because she loved this school, loved it. And it was really difficult for her to make that
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decision, but you know, she wants to have a house some day. I could not do this job as a
primary breadwinner. I couldn’t do it.
Speaking of how low teacher salary impacts longevity, Ms. Moon said the likelihood that a
teacher will have a long career at GEC is not good. The bottom line, you must like working with
at risk youth, “That's the first question…Do I like working with this population?” Stressing the
word hate, she argues, “If your answer is no, I’m going to use it until I can find something else,
you’re going to hate it here. You’re going to hate it here.”
Ms. Moon says in the beginning, when she first came to GEC, her biggest concern was
whether the students would like her. Although she previously was a counselor at another
alternative high school, GEC’s student population was different:
This is a different population of kids. So, were they going to see me as an outsider, as
different? Were they going to confide in me? You know, and it was a little bit about will I
be liked? And then I think you move pretty quickly, that it’s you can be liked and
respected. You don’t just want to be liked…because the goal here is also to lead them…I
want to be that conduit between this and what’s out there. There’s this whole big world
out there that you can be a part of.
Since Ms. Moon has previously worked at an alternative education high school that is
located in one of the wealthiest communities in Michigan, I ask Ms. Moon her opinion about
whether there is a difference between GEC and her former school. Her answer supports Ms.
Hale’s sentiments “Debunking the mythology that surrounds alternative education seems to
come with the territory.” The crux of the issue is that the finger always gets pointed at the
student, rather than looking at how the system failed the student:
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I think it's the same type of thing, you know. Kids there too had an experience that wasn’t
dealt with…You cannot compare Aster Alternative to GEC. The schools are totally
different. What’s tragic to you may not be tragic to me. But depending on the community
you grow up with, kind of determines how tragic your tragedy is,
Ms. Moon declares.
The interview is interrupted for a second time when Ms. Moon’s name is called over the
intercom in her office. Mrs. Knight is trying to locate a student who should be down in the main
office. After Ms. Moon lets her know that the student is not with her, she looks at me and says:
She [the student] got sent out of class. She was supposed to be waiting in the office. [In
an understanding tone] And Ms. Hale said, “Anyone who gets sent out of the class is
done for the semester”...I don’t know if she is enforcing it a lot…There is a sub down
there today. She went down and talked to the class, and like be good, and if anyone gets
sent out of here this could be your last day here, you’re gonna be done.
Ms. Moon quickly told me the reason Ms. Hale is being strict with the students is because the
school is having trouble getting substitute teachers. After spending several months at GEC and
knowing that last term a substitute teacher had her cell phone stolen, this came as no surprise.
Unfortunately, when cell phones and automobiles go missing, and students smoke weed near the
residents’ homes, it makes it that much harder for Ms. Hale and her staff to debunk the
mythology surrounding alternative education students.
Even when Ms. Moon wants to be supportive to a student, there are times she struggles
because of circumstances of a student’s own making; she cannot always put a positive spin on
their time at GEC. Visibly frustrated, she speaks with me about a student she is writing a letter
for:
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I’m a little irritated with her that she’s even asking me to write this letter. But I could tell
she was agitated today. She called up. She has maybe passed one class since she’s been
here. I’m trying to figure out when she came, but it’s well over a year that she’s been here,
4 or 5 terms, and she has gotten maybe one credit. In her whole time, she’s in the hallway
a lot. I haven’t seen her probably well over a week and a half. She’s a little bit of a bully
in the classroom with teachers; she’s even been kind of bullish to me. Like, if I’d call her
out on something. “Ms. Moon, why you talking to me like that.” You know, she gets
really agitated to the point that where it pushes me away…And so, you know, she wants
me to write a letter because she goes to court tomorrow, and if she doesn’t demonstrate a
letter from school, they’re going to lock her up for four months. So, I can’t. I said to her,
well you understand I can’t write a letter about your grades…I can’t write about
attendance, her attendance is awful…I think she’s broken up an argument.
For Ms. Moon, her experience at GEC is about understanding how events play out in a
student’s life. She gives an example of what she means:
So, this particular student saw his cousin choke his stepfather to death. And then he was
set up by friends when he was 16 or 17 and he got shot at and got hit. And so I said, “So
how do those events speak to you? What do you take away? What do you learn from all
that?” And he goes, “They don’t care about me so why should I care.” And I just thought
that was like, wow. And now he’s not selling drugs, but he’s the middleman for it. So, he
points and you know, you want something, I know someone… He’s got a mom who’s
very ill. So, there’s a lack of support at home for obvious reasons. A kid who’s learned
how to take care of himself on the streets.
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Consequently, the student is struggling in school. Questioning herself, Ms. Moon wonders,
“How can we reach him?” She stresses, “I don’t know what we can do.” From my own
experience at GEC, I share with Ms. Moon that it seems to me that the system has failed the
students long before they ever got to GEC. In response Ms. Moon affirms, “Totally! Yeah, I’m
not valued. I’m not worth it.” Interrupted once again, this time by a phone call that she needs to
address, our interview comes to a close.
Security guard Mr. Grant. Two of the people I come to know at GEC are Mr. Grant
and Mr. Ashton, both of whom are middle-aged African American men that provide security for
the school. Whenever I enter the school, theirs are the first faces I usually see before heading into
the office to say hello to Mrs. Knight. Many a day, one of them would open the main doors to the
school when they saw me walk up and greet me with a friendly hello. My first interview is with
Mr. Grant. I still recall Mr. Grant’s response when I asked him if I could interview him for my
study, he replied, “Yes, anything to help the kids.”
A patient and caring individual, Mr. Grant is one of those rare individuals who devotes
their time to youth who have been abused, neglected, and/or have committed crimes. Mr. Grant
has been a foster care worker for Spectrum Child and Family Services since 2001. He began
working with youth in juvenile detention, then transitioned into residential living, and currently
oversees an independent living program for young adult males ages 16 to 19. Mr. Grant’s hope is
to support the young men in his program to become productive individuals in society, which
doesn't always come to fruition. He explains:
I get them between the ages of 16 and 19, which is a hard age to work with…They pretty
much have their minds made up which way they want to go. I have to fight with them and
for quite some time.
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I began saying to Mr. Grant that it probably takes, and he finishes the sentence for me, “A
lot of patience. A lot of patience.” Although Mr. Grant feels he has been successful in his work
with youth, he admits that for youth who already have their minds made up about how they see
their future, he can only be there to support them when they need it:
Once they get away from you and they go back to their neighborhood, to the element that
they’re from, then, they revert back to that. I’ve had a lot of kids that did well with me,
but when they left and aged out of foster care, they wind up going back to what they were
doing. And some of them are doing some long prison sentences. Most of the kids that I
do have, I will say this, they always reach out and call me, whether they’re in jail or not. I
talk to all of them.
Acutely aware of what happens to youth in America today when they lose their way, an
impassioned Mr. Grant tells me why he became involved in the first place:
That's the only reason I’m doing what I’m doing now. Because somebody’s gotta try and
help these kids. Black, White, Chinese or whatever color. Cause they gonna go out here
and may not prey on me but somebody else. That’s the reason I’m concerned. We gotta
try and help these kids because I wanna see everybody being gainfully employed.
Because if they don’t have a job, they’re gonna go out here and rob somebody.
In his foster care role, Mr. Grant usually has three to four youth who live with him. Since
Mr. Grant began working at GEC a little over three years ago, all of the youth who live with him
attend GEC for their education. Originally, when Mr. Grant first began working at GEC, he and
the youth were still living in Shelby Township. Mr. Grant tells me about the frustrating process
he had to go through so that his charges could attend Shelby Township Schools and how the
students ultimately came to be at GEC:
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Bixby Township told me flat out that they didn’t want those type of kids at their school.
Yes, so, I had to go through a lot to get them in there. It would take me two to three
weeks to get a kid in. I’d find out, basically, that's what they were saying. I didn’t want to
get the kids in there and then they would have something against them because they were
from Spectrum or in the system. I didn’t want to get the kids in there and then they would
already have something against them…So, I told Ms. Hale let me bring the kids over here
because it would’ve been better. I didn’t want them to feel like they couldn’t make it.
Since youth age out of the foster care system when they reach 20 years of age, Mr. Grant
is concerned what will happen when the youth in his care turn 20. Especially, because of his own
negative experiences with trying to get services/resources for the youth he serves, accordingly,
Mr. Grant has a sour taste in his mouth. Mr. Grant talks about what he sees is the biggest issue
facing youth in foster care:
The biggest problem to me, since I’ve been in this field, you gotta a lot of workers that
once they’ve placed the kids somewhere, they don’t offer no more services to them…We
all gotta have what me and you call a collective effort. Everybody has to go and get
resources. Because I can’t just place the kid with you and then say I’m done with them,
I’ll wait on you to get me some paperwork. Because the kid’s being used like a piece of
meat, now; just money, now. And they know that. It’s all about money now. It’s not
about what they need and that’s the biggest problem right now. Everybody is trying to
make money off the kids. And the kids not getting the services that they need.
After working in foster care for over 13 years, Mr. Grant professes that he does get a little burnt
out, not because of the youth, but because he doesn’t get the support he needs from the agency’s
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administration. Always mindful of the youth he serves, Mr. Grant states, “I can’t get burnt out on
these kids because I already know what they’re going through.”
When I ask Mr. Grant whether the youth in his care recognize the differences between
GEC and a traditional high school, his answer mirrors Malcolm’s who shares his home “Yes,
because a lot of them know if they’re in a traditional school because it’s so big and there’s no
attention being placed on them. That they wouldn’t make it.”
About halfway into my interview with Mr. Grant, when we are talking about student
discipline, I learn that Mr. Grant has been providing security at GEC for over three years.
Listening to him talk about his role, I am reminded of Denzel’s distain for security guards in
schools, which reinforces Mr. Grant’s reasoning for how he wants the students to see him, “I’m
the last line. And when I come, they don’t look at me as a security guard that’s coming to try to
manhandle them. When I say come on, they come on. I talk to them.” He continues talking about
how students view the more traditional types of security in schools today “They look at that as
somebody that’s trying to manhandle them, and that’s where the attitude comes in. I don’t ever
come at them like that.” Mr. Grant suggests that by dressing casual, the school environment is
calmer and more relaxed, what he calls a “Nonviolent crisis intervention” approach with students.
“You want a gentler and kinder environment…I don’t ever want to be looked upon…as the
enemy,” he tells me.
Mr. Grant is in a unique position to speak to the experiences of the youth in his care
because of his roles as their caretaker and as security at their school. Mr. Grant shares with me
how valuable he believes GEC has been for the youth in his care and why “Very beneficial…If
[the kids] were at a traditional high school, they wouldn’t function. Here, Ms. Hale, the school,
they’re sensitive to the kids’ needs. And that's one thing I respect about her and Mr. Wales and
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even the teachers.” It is appropriate to end with a statement that sums up Mr. Grant’s feelings
about his experience at GEC “Excellent. I don’t have a problem here at all. I love it. I love it.”
Security guard Mr. Ashton. As we begin our time together, the first thing Mr. Ashton
lets me know is that he may have to leave abruptly if something requires his attention.
Throughout my interview with Mr. Ashton, he displays a heightened awareness to sounds from
the hallway and his Walkie Talkie radio, listening to see if he needs to address something with
the students.
At 39 years, Mr. Ashton, who is of African American heritage, currently lives in Detroit.
With a history of working in public service, Mr. Ashton has worked with youth since 2003.
Ashton’s educational background is in criminal justice. Friendly, as well as thoughtful in his
work and words with the students, Mr. Ashton, like Mr. Grant, provides much more than just
security at the school. On any given day, he can be found either sitting or standing in the
hallways keeping an eye on the comings and goings throughout the school. Employed by GEC
for full-year at the time of our interview, GEC is Mr. Ashton’s third time in the employ of an
alternate education school.
After I learn that this is Mr. Ashton’s third time working in an alternative education
school, I ask him whether his experience at GEC is different from the others. The main
difference, Mr. Ashton points out, is how lenient the school is about students using cell phones
during school hours “They’re actually allowed to use their phones during class. They’re up and
down the hallways with it and you know it’s a lot of freedom here.” Even though Mr. Ashton
understands that Ms. Hale has good reasons for allowing cell phones to be used during school
hours, from a security stand point, Mr. Ashton takes issue with the cell phones because it keeps
the drama going. I recall seeing exactly what Mr. Ashton describes happen during the first term I
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was at GEC. In Mr. Gardner’s class, two young men got into a verbal disagreement about Detroit,
after which one young man stepped out of class into the school parking lot and made a call. Later,
I learned he was calling his family members to meet him after school to have it out with the
student he had a disagreement with. As Mr. Ashton says, “It keeps the connection going.”
Mr. Ashton also tells me that the students in the traditional schools he worked at had
better manners and were more respectful. Although Mr. Ashton feels the students at GEC respect
him, and he recognizes the students have personal issues they’re dealing with, the need to
constantly push the students to do what they should already be doing is tiring:
We’re constantly reminding these kids, come on guys, we got to go to class. We’re
constantly pushing them, pushing them, pushing them. Whereas a public school, we’re
not really pushing them as much…And compounded by the kids having their mental
issues, private issues, and whatever else they got going on.
About a half-hour into the interview, Mr. Ashton and I hear loud voices in the hallway.
Mr. Ashton excuses himself, to make sure everything is all right. I can hear him as he initially
uses a sense of humor to motivate the students to get where they need to be. Then his voice
deepens as he resorts to using a more fatherly tone to motivate the students who are still hanging
in the hallway. It wasn’t even a minute and the hallway went silent. Finally, all I hear is Mr.
Ashton’s footsteps as he returns to the classroom. Next, I have a chance to experience first hand
Mr. Ashton taking his role as security guard to another level. As he enters the classroom, a young
lady is following him in and is explaining in a loud voice what was going on between her and a
friend. At this point, I turn off my recorder and observe the exchange between the young lady
and Mr. Ashton. As she walks Mr. Ashton through the story of what happened, I notice three
things: the anger in her voice, the language she uses, and how Mr. Ashton is present for her.
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While she talks, Mr. Ashton listens, just letting her talk. When she finishes, Mr. Ashton speaks
with her about what happened with her friend. Visibly calmer, the young lady looks over at me
and apologizes for her use of profanity. After the young lady leaves, our conversation reveals
that, by developing a trusting relationship with the students, Mr. Ashton is so much more than
just a security guard to the students:
Interviewer: It seems like she just needed to vent.
Mr. Ashton: Absolutely, sometimes you just let them talk, and they feel a lot better.
Sometimes they just want to be heard.
Interviewer: That was nice of her to apologize. That showed a lot of character.
Mr. Ashton: Yeah absolutely.
Hearing students’ voices coming from the main hallway, Mr. Ashton, ever mindful of his duties,
asks if we can continue the interview in the main hallway because he wants the students and staff
aware of his presence.
Interviewer: It’s like you said, it’s important for them that they have role models. The
young men have male role models.
Mr. Ashton: Absolutely, Absolutely, especially the young men.
Interviewer: And you provided that for them.
Mr. Ashton: The girls, too.
Interviewer: They need someone to show them how a young woman should be respected.
Mr. Ashton: I’ve talked to plenty of the girls here just like they were my own daughters.
They ask for advice. It surprises me that they’re comfortable talking to me like that. But
then again, that is part of my job. That was the ultimate goal for me to get their trust, and
gain their trust, and actually keep their trust.
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Interviewer: You’re kind of security/counselor.
Mr. Ashton: Yeah, security/counselor, absolutely. [Referring the young lady he was just
speaking with] When I first got here she wouldn’t talk to me for anything in the world. A
lot of these kids wouldn’t talk to me because I was the new guy.
Interviewer: Yes, I remember my first days here.
Mr. Ashton: Right. On my first day here, before I actually got hired, they gave me a tour
of the school and I wore a suit, I like wearing suits. The kids, they were looking at me
like who is this guy? [Laughter] ‘He’s a policeman. What’s really going on? Hey man,
why you got on the suit and tie?’
The aforementioned comments about Mr. Ashton’s clothing provide a direct connection to Mr.
Grant’s comments about the need for security to dress casually. Once again, we stop the
interview as Mr. Ashton responds to a page.
As a person of color, Mr. Ashton is also role model for the students, and as such
recognizes that for Black youth at the school, their path in life is darkened before it even begins.
He states:
Especially being of color, they already have a couple of strikes against them, being young,
and being Black. Especially the young men, they already got three strikes: being young,
Black, and a man. We try to beat it in their heads the importance of education, the value
of education…Some choose to learn the hard way. Some do listen. And I’m the type of
guy, if I can change at least one person, I’ve done my job.
Secretary Mrs. Knight. A long time resident of Griffith, Mrs. Knight, who is a White
middle-aged woman, is married and has two grown children that went through the Griffith
schools. After graduating from college with a degree in business, she worked in marketing for 10
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years until the bank she was employed by was taken over by the government. Unfortunately, this
was a period of economic decline in America. The main provider for her family, Mrs. Knight
took what she thought at the time would be a temporary position at her children’s elementary
school as a lunchroom aid and sold Party Lite on the side. Since that time, Mrs. Knight has held
several other positions in the Griffith School District, over the course of 16 years, such as paraprofessional and secretarial positions in the youth assistance, technology, and payroll
departments. Yet, it wasn’t until 2010, when her union bumped her down, that she began her
secretary position at GEC. Mrs. Knight speaks with me about her experience at GEC:
It’s very eye opening. I’ve experienced things I’ve never experienced before in my life.
Um, I heard things I never thought I would here. It's a different world. And until someone
works here, like if I talk to somebody at the board office or another building, they don’t
get it. There’s just, it’s different. It really is different. And some days like you said, I’m
frustrated, some days I’m sad, and some days I have to laugh.
Always welcoming, Mrs. Knight, is the first face I see when I look into the office. Over
time, I have an opportunity to observe her with the students. Watching her with the students is
like watching a dance of the minds. I recall just such an occasion. I was in the office talking with
Mrs. Knight when a young man came into the office and asked Mrs. Knight for a dollar to buy
chips out of the vending machine. The look she gave him over her glasses told me this was not
the first time he has asked for money. After some back and forth playful banter, Mrs. Knight
reaches into her desk draw, pulls a dollar bill out of her purse, and hands it to the young man,
knowing all the while from past experience with the young man, it is very unlikely she will get
her dollar back. During the interview, I bring the subject up with Mrs. Knight when we are
talking about connecting with the students. What follows is our conversation:
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Interviewer: I could see the connection between you two. I thought it was very sweet.
Mrs. Knight: Oh yeah, [Laughter]
Interviewer: It seems like a pretty happy office when I come in there.
Mrs. Knight: You know, I have my days. I get very frustrated with kids just doing stupid
stuff. You know, like the one you’re talking about.
Interviewer: Hmmm
Mrs. Knight: You know, the next day would turn around and skip class or you write him
a pass and he doesn’t go. And it’s like don’t do me like this. I feel betrayed.
Interviewer: I have noticed in class how one day a student is engaged and the next they’re
in a different place. Even though he did that I could see that he appreciated it. I got such a
kick out of it. I loved watching you two.
Mrs. Knight: [Laughs] And I went kind of broke last year lending money because they
don’t have a tendency to return it. It really is amazing to me and it’s just probably they’re
culture again, how they don’t have a problem asking for money. Do you have a quarter,
do you have a dollar? My main job in the office I feel is teaching them manners. I don’t
give them a cough drop unless they say please.
Interviewer: I appreciated what you said about being disappointed because you thought
you had made a connection.
Mrs. Knight: And I’ve said that. I’ve pointed out to a couple of kids who I think we are
on the same wavelength and something happens. And I told a kid today, I said, “Don’t
play me. Don’t take me for a fool. I know, you might not think I see what you’re doing or
know what’s going on.”
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Like Mrs. Knight, I too have had many instances when a student that I did or didn’t know would
walk up and ask me for money.
The use of inappropriate language is also a common daily occurrence. Just walking down
the hallways and even in classrooms, certain words just seem to be a regular part of most of the
students’ vocabulary; words such as fuck, hoe, nigga, and nigger. Another acronym I hear
students using is THOT–which means “That hoe over there,” the students tell me. “It doesn’t
matter if you’re around adults or two year olds. It doesn’t matter. The foul language does rolls
off their tongue and they don’t even know they’re saying it,” Mrs. Knight says. When Mrs.
Knight is describing the interview process for prospective students and how impressed she is
with the time Ms. Hale and Mr. Knight spend with each family, she also brings up the subject of
weed, “And it's not like what’s your favorite subject. It’s do you smoke weed? They just get right
to it.” I share with Mrs. Knight that I was surprised how students talk about smoking weed on a
daily basis. She responds saying, “Right, right, it’s unbelievable. And how they come to school
like that and think they’re going to be able to learn…Yeah, some of them it seems like they can’t
function without it, the way they talk.” Showing her sense of humor, Mrs. Knight tells me about
an exchange she has with a student who comes into school high, “Every day, I always joke. I just
go and shake my head. Really, Really, are you kidding? [Laughter] I do, I have a crick in my
neck from shaking my head.”
A person who likes to stay positive, Mrs. Knight can’t help but get frustrated when
students don’t work to their potential and she can’t do anything to change it, “That end is the
frustrating part because you know there’s potential there, you know there is something more than
what you see. That it’s the hard core outside that they’re trying to be so cool.” When our
conversation turns to the school environment, I comment on how the school seems like a real
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community. Mrs. Knight agrees and points out that staff choose to stay at GEC even though pay
is less than a traditional high school. She also adds, “Everybody is out to make good for the kids.”
As the interview comes to a close, there is a sound of pride and happiness in her voice
when she tells me that graduation day is one of her biggest pleasures:
Honestly, if you can come back for it you should. In the five years we have had speakers
from outside come in, and the last couple of years we’ve had just student speakers.
[Sighs] Just for them to get up there. And they have to write it ahead of time, and the
English teachers look at it. But you know, they give kudos to their parents and teachers,
and thank Mr. Wales and Ms. Hale because if they wouldn’t have let them come here,
who knows where they would be. And it’s real.
Custodian Mr. Bradshaw. I first began contemplating what staff members I wanted to
interview other than Mr. Gardner, Ms. Hale, Mr. Wales, and Ms. Moon, I decided that I would
ask staff members who seemed to have a good relationship with the students. The educators I
ultimately chose to ask for an interview are those whom the students speak highly of during my
interviews with them. How I came to interview Mr. Bradshaw was not based on either of the
aforementioned criteria. On the contrary, Mr. Bradshaw asked me. I was getting ready to leave
the school after one of my staff interviews, and Mr. Bradshaw approached me and said, “Why
don’t you ask me for an interview. Oh, I’m just the custodian. I could tell you a lot about these
kids.” I explained to Mr. Bradshaw what my study was about and told him I would be happy to
interview him. Mr. Bradshaw, the school’s only custodian, is a middle-aged White man.
Whenever I observed Mr. Bradshaw while at GEC, he was always busy doing his work. Once in
awhile, I would see him watching the students play basketball in the gym while he waited to
clean up when lunchtime ended. From my experience, Mr. Bradshaw has a good sense of humor,
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is always friendly, and always helpful whenever I needed access to a classroom, office, or the
gym.
From the Griffith area. Throughout his life, Mr. Bradshaw has held a variety of
positions such as working in shipping and receiving, as an x-ray technician for a company that
made investment steel castings, and heating and cooling. When Mr. Bradshaw explains what
happened in subsequent heating and cooling jobs after the company he initially worked for
closed, I learn that the best way I can describe him is as a character:
I got laid off. I went to a couple of other heating and cooling companies. Like, two or
three. Nobody liked me because I was dealing with young kids. I used to call them “A
bunch of girls.” So, they’d be on their phones all day and they’d whine.
After he lost his position, Mr. Bradshaw was a substitute at GHS. While substituting, he learned
how good the employee benefits were; therefore, when a custodial position became available, he
applied. Mr. Bradshaw has been a custodian for the GSD for eight years, the last two of which
have been at GEC. From Mr. Bradshaw’s perspective, being at GEC is very different from being
at GHS. He states:
The kids, the culture, who they are, I mean they’re different; they’re out there. You know
what, they don’t bother me. You know, the cussing, the swearing and me. You can see
how they talk to these girls, and the girls talk to them too. I mean it goes back and forth
with these kids. You know what I’m saying. At a regular high school you don’t see that. I
don’t think they talk to each other like that, you know what I’m saying.
According to Mr. Bradshaw, the difference in the culture at GHS and GEC is that students at
GHS have goals and ambitions “Those kids are more motivated at the high school. You know
what I’m saying. They want to go to college…Oh yeah, there’s a difference.”
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When I ask Mr. Bradshaw what his interactions with the students are like on a normal
day, in a very matter of fact tone, he says, “I just mind my business, but they don’t go out of the
way. You know, back when I was in school we used to call him the janitor, but he never existed
you never saw him.” Throughout my conversation with Mr. Bradshaw, I get the feeling that even
though he seems to be critical about the students at times, as he speaks with me about his
interactions with them, he seems to struggle to make sense of his relationship with the students.
Sounding somewhat disappointed, he tells me the students call him by his first name or “Jan,"
which is short for janitor. Mr. Bradshaw admits that once in awhile a student might bring up a
personal issue with him. Describing himself and how the students probably see him, he says:
Yeah, I’m older, I can listen. I’m kinda hipster too. I’m all hip with them too, you know. I
got my Rap on, I listen to it, I do. I listen to all their stuff…Never had a problem. I mean,
no ones ever threatened me…You know what it is, the guy’s always working, the guy’s
always picking stuff up, he’s always doing something, you know. It’s not like I’m sitting
there jiving with them trying to be their best buddy. It’s not my job.
The following exchange between Mr. Bradshaw and me began when, based on the
aforementioned quote, I suggest that maybe sometimes just being around and not in the students’
business might leave an opening for a student to talk with an adult. Though the initial response I
evoke from him threw me off, as we talk, Mr. Bradshaw acknowledges, for some of the students
life is not easy; He compares his own adolescence, during the 1970s when he was in high school,
to that of the students at GEC:
Mr. Bradshaw: Oh yeah, they’ll connive you into something. That's why they’re here.
Always looking to get the easy way out, you know.
Interviewer: So, you think that's why they’re here?
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Mr. Bradshaw: Yeah, they’re smart. These kids are smart. I think they’re smarter than
you give them credit for.
Interviewer: They are smart. But I think a lot of it is because they’ve had some behavioral
issues at other schools.
Mr. Bradshaw: Oh yeah, I always. Who knows what happens once they leave this school.
Who knows? Dad beating them up, or dad’s giving them a hard time, or dad and mom are
never home. They’re all smoking up…We did it in high school back in the 70s, so what’s
the difference.
It seems that Mr. Bradshaw, like Mrs. Ireland, has a love/hate relationship with the
students but doesn't articulate it in the same way “I’m worried about some of these guys.
Somebody be shooting them up, you know. Because you get to know these kids, you know.” Mr.
Bradshaw has a difficult time with saying he has become attached to some of the students at first
and uses an experience he had in a former teacher’s class to explain:
Well no, well yeah, you see them every, I mean really. Oh no, Mr. P. said that one time.
Mr. P. the art teacher said, “Come on sit down,” and I’m listening to him teaching and
he’s telling these kids. You know what? I do care for you. And they go, “What!” “I do
love you, I do care for you, I do care for you that’s just the way it is with teachers. I know
you now, and I care about you.” And all these kids are looking at him, you know, “What,
what?” But in a way that's what, it’s like anything. You know, you get to know them, and
you see them everyday, or if maybe they don’t see you for two-weeks. [Laughter]
As we continue talking about the students, for them, Mr. Bradshaw once again demonstrates he
cares:
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If my car breaks down and you go walking by, are you gonna take care of me?...Let’s say
you’re down in my neighborhood where I hang out and you’ve got yourself in a pickle
here, you know. I’m gonna go to bat for you.
Mr. Bradshaw also feels that the students respect his hard work:
Yes, they clean up after their selves. There’s always a mess once in awhile…But now, I
tell you when I first started, there was crap everywhere. Now, I’m telling you they do
care. I first got here; this school was a shithole, a frickin shithole, a shithole. Those walls,
[pointing out the library window to the hallway walls] they had all these stuff left over
from, they had coat racks up there and they left them up there.
As we continue our conversation, I learn that, like some of the students who were
expelled or left other schools because of their behavior, Mr. Bradshaw also found himself at
GEC for a similar reason:
I started, a couple years in May cause I got, I was forced to come over here cause I got
myself in trouble. Cause I had, I told a couple of the teachers, I just kind of asked them
not, they thought I was threatening them, but I just got mad because they were giving my
boss a hard time…And I kind of raised my voice and the next day the superintendent
called him into his office.
As this was not Mr. Bradshaw’s first time having an issue in the district, he was given a month
off, required to go to anger management classes, and sent to GEC. True to Mr. Bradshaw’s
character, he says, “I’m telling you the truth, I got screwed. And I took it like a man.” He
continues, talking about the meeting he had to attend with the district’s superintendent and at
least six other district employees to discuss what happened:
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I stood up for myself…I was pretty proud of myself. I stuck up for myself and for a lot of
the things that were, it was double standards here [GHS]. Oh no, if I’m going down, I’m
taking y’all down with me. Everybody else that was involved in this, oh I did, I was
bringing everybody down…I came in here, now this place looks like a damn school.
Mr. Bradshaw happily agrees that the students appreciate the school’s cleanliness, and it
seems to also impact them as well:
It does, it does, a little bit. I’m not no frickin hero…These walls here I paint, it’s been
over, I touched them up every once, it’s been like three months. There’s nothing on these
walls. Even the stalls, they don’t even touch them. They don’t write nothing on them.
Educator Mrs. Ireland. A White woman in her early thirties, Mrs. Ireland has a master’s
degree in her favorite subject, English. Along with English, Mrs. Ireland’s passions are drama,
dance, and theater, “It’s my world, even outside of school. If I’m not participating, I’m doing it,”
she proclaims. Within a year after finishing her student teaching in England, Mrs. Ireland
obtained a position at a charter school in Michigan. After spending five years teaching in three
different charter schools, Mrs. Ireland states, “It actually almost drove me out of teaching. Five
years into charter schools and I was not sure what I wanted to do, and then I found this place.”
Although Mrs. Ireland loved the students she taught while employed at the charter
schools, one of the issues for her was that the agencies holding the charters were not held
accountable. Consequently, employees could be fired at will “I walked in one day and our entire
administration had been fired” she tells me. Other unethical practices by the charter schools also
left her wanting, “Like cheating on accounting. The accountability for count day, they would
only count during one class period rather than accounting for the whole day. Testing, teachers
would go in and actually adjust ACT scores.” Furthermore, teacher was not a priority, “I had a
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student try and physically assault me in class. And I sent him to the Dean, I called security, and
he was put back in my class 10 minutes later rather than being suspended.” In contrast, being at
GEC has been an “amazing experience.” Mrs. Ireland admits that even though an issue may not
be handled as fast as staff might like because Mr. Wales and Ms. Hale are busy, things are
always handled “We always have the support of our administration here, which is wonderful.”
Tempering her response she says, “Don’t get me wrong, there are days I go home and think I’m
going to type my resignation letter tonight. It’s more cause there are days the kids push the
buttons to the max.”
Over the five years Mrs. Ireland has been employed by GEC, she taught the first arts
program using a project based educational experience for students interested in art, music,
theater, and dance. She describes what that time was like:
So, they were earning biology credit through dance and music. It had a lot of
potential…The problem was that there is a fine line between what’s credit and what’s not
credit. It kind of took the value of having a teacher away from it for a little while.
Referring to herself as the “Credit guru,” during that time, Mrs. Ireland states, “All I did was
look at kids’ credits and figure out how can we take music appreciation and turn it into chemistry.
It was a stretch. There were some stretches.” Eventually, the arts program was integrated into the
regular curriculum and Mrs. Ireland began teaching what she loves most, English, as well as
continuing to teach dance and drama. Mrs. Ireland’s practice is to teach at a higher level, no
matter what school a student may have attended prior to GEC:
I teach at a higher level. I don’t believe in stepping back just because they came from
Detroit schools. I tell them I teach the same way as if I were at Taylor, Monroe, or
Griffith High Schools. I teach the same across the board.
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As Mrs. Ireland talks about some of the books she is reading with her class, I can hear the
excitement in her voice. In an effort to engage the students in her English genre studies classes,
Mrs. Ireland uses a varied selection of literature such as Mary Shelly’s novel, Frankenstein,
science fiction works by Ray Bradbury, African American literature using literature circles,
British literature, and post-colonial literature. This year, the British literature class focused on
medieval times up through the Shakespearian and Elizabethan period. Mrs. Ireland
acknowledges, “They fought me at first but then they loved it. Once we got into trust and
relationships and all that kind of thing. That really brought it home. So, they were like oh, King
Arthur is actually cool.”
Students in Mrs. Ireland’s post-colonial literature class were afforded a rare opportunity
to blog with Nigerian author Chinua Achebe, about his post-colonial novel Things Fall Apart.
Mrs. Ireland talks about their experience, “So, my kids would ask questions and he would
respond. It was so cool.” She also mentions using the work of Palestinian American literary
theorist Edward Said to explore the concept of “what is other” with the students. Seemingly
pleased by her faith in her students’ abilities, Mrs. Ireland professes:
I kind of get looks when I bring in Edward Said. “Are you sure that's not too difficult?”
The kids love it. Once they get the concept, they don’t have to read him. It's the
concept…Like the western ideals, and what is Western and what is other.
She also exposes the students to Jewish folklore, and J. R. R. Tolkien’s novels Lord of the Rings
and The Hobbit.
I remember the day I first saw Mrs. Ireland and her students dancing in a small room off
the main hallway of the school. I was walking toward the main office and heard music coming
from what I thought was a classroom. At the time, I was unaware that a room existed behind the
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stage in the cafeteria or that the school had a dance class. Watching the students and Mrs. Ireland
move to the music, I was in awe of the intense concentration they gave to their movements and
the sheer pleasure they seemed to be getting from dancing. When the song ended, the students
and Mrs. Ireland were all smiling and talking. The connection among the group was a wonderful
sight to behold. During the interview, Mrs. Ireland talks about the unique relationships she has
with students in her dance class. The following dialogue demonstrates the type of relationships,
as well as the students’ need for someone to talk with about what is happening in their lives:
Mrs. Ireland: My dancers, believe it or not, are probably the ones I have a hard time
communicating with cause they’re too close.
Interviewer: They see you more like a friend?
Mrs. Ireland: Yeah, or sister. And I try really hard to keep that separate but it’s really
difficult. They share way too much with me.
Interviewer: Do you think that possibly it could be that they don’t have someone else, a
role model to share with?
Mrs. Ireland: I do. Um, and I guess, I didn’t think anything of it because being a dancer
and being, you’re in the dressing room, you don’t even think about it and I’m like wait…I
talk to them and I’m like, listen, I understand you need somebody to talk to, we can do
this privately, we don't have to do this with the whole class.
Recognizing the position she is in as an educator, Mrs. Ireland knows that she has to be
careful about advice she gives to a student.
Unlike her dancers, as Mrs. Ireland refers to the students in her dance class, she admits
that she is different with the students in her other classes:
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I always tell them, I’m not here to be your friend. Think of me as a mom. If you got a
complaint or concern, we can talk. But my goal is to make sure you get out of “here” and
that if you can take one thing away from the class, that’s my goal. And the kids
appreciate that; they know I don't take any crap.
Mrs. Ireland is frank about her own feelings, as well as keeping it real when interacting with
students:
They’re all my kids, and I have to love them and hate them at the same time. As my kids
say, “I keep it real.” I’m not afraid to say stop. I am not afraid to tell them, oh just shut
up…I found that if I try to talk to them the way that the world expects teachers to talk to
students, you don’t any kind of reaction. If I talk to them like I’m they’re mother, I get
the reaction.
When our conversation turns to some of the inappropriate language students use at GEC,
I remark to Mrs. Ireland that I wonder how they know when they go somewhere outside of
school…She finishes my sentence, “It’s the code switching.” Having had similar experiences
with the students as Ms. Moon, Mrs. Ireland also recognizes the students’ ability to code switch
when they want. She shares what, for her, was an awesome experience:
This is, as sad as I think it is, they know, they do know. I was on a field trip last week
with the kids. I was scared because I volunteered to take some of our rougher kids,
because they don’t ever get that option because they’re the bad kids. I was a nervous
wreck. They were phenomenal. They were better than some of the kids that were there
from college classes. They were amazing at the Detroit Institute of Art (DIA). And it was
an awesome experience.
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At this point, Mrs. Ireland begins talking about another wonderful experience she had
with a group of her English students at the DIA. Mrs. Ireland had organized a modern day
scavenger hunt for her students with a focus on medieval times. For example, students were to
upload twitter, find the original version of twerking–the sculpture Genius of Dance by Carpeaux
Jean Baptiste, take a selfie in front of the sculpture, and post it to the twitter feed. Aside from the
creative way Mrs. Ireland engages her students, what is telling is the students’ behavior while at
the DIA, and the realization Mrs. Ireland comes to about their behavior while at the DIA.
They were respectful, they whispered, they were just phenomenal! And I think the thing
is, it hit me, and especially just with everything that’s gone on this year with racial
tension. I think that's what it is with these kids. I think they understand when they’re in a
certain environment that is predominately White, they have to act a certain way or the
police will arrest them. And it’s sad, but I really think that has a lot to do with it…There’s
young men in here that say, “I would never commit a crime, but if I dress a certain way,
and a cop walks up and I had my hands in my pocket, I’m gong to jail.”
After I acknowledge that I have heard the same from students, Mrs. Ireland’s response
provides profound meaning; “They just know they have to act a certain way during certain
circumstances to prevent them from getting into trouble. It's a survival thing.” To clarify my
understanding of Mrs. Ireland’s comment, I suggest that it seems, for these young men, it’s not
about this is the way we behave, but rather, this is the way we don’t get into trouble. In reply,
Mrs. Ireland states, “Yeah, I really think that's a lot of it. It's a survival code. It’s not about
behaving a certain way because that's the way you should. It’s because they’re afraid, it’s
survival.”
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Educator Ms. Hanan. I had spoken with Ms. Hanan on many occasions in the staff
break room prior to our interview. She had mentioned that I might like to come to the students’
winter festival to see the students showcase their talents. On the day that I interviewed Marvin,
we stopped the interview so that he could let her know that he was with me and would be down
to rehearsal for the festival soon. “Hurry up,” she replied. That was all it took, Marvin got his
things together and off we went. Ms. Hanan allowed me to stay and watch the students practice.
It was an awesome experience. A couple of students provided humor as the master of ceremony,
some of the students read their poetry, and others sang. Listening to the students read their poems,
the emotions and messages they were trying to communicate were profound. This was the day I
first heard Langston read his poem about his sister. Langston was somewhat shy, struggling with
being in front of people. I already knew of Marvin’s passion for his poetry and music from our
time together in Mr. Gardner’s class and our interview. Actually having the chance to watch him
perform was another. As I watch Marvin and his brother practice, I can’t help but smile to myself
when Marvin doesn’t fully embrace the song and sings softly because he is saving his voice for
later.
Ms. Hanan, who is in her mid-twenties, was born in Iraq. She came to American in 1996,
where she received her formal education. Like Mrs. Ireland Ms. Hanan is in her fifth year of
teaching at GEC and majored in English as well. She also minored in communication/speech.
After receiving her bachelor’s degree, Ms. Hanan substitute taught for a year before being hired
to teach English at GEC. Ms. Hanan, who has a certification in communication arts, originally
taught public speaking at GEC, which has been replaced by poetry. In Ms. Hanan’s opinion,
communication arts and poetry are one and the same:
I used to teach a speech class but we kind of changed it to a poetry class, which is really
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the same thing. They’re learning a lot of the same concepts that they would in public
class. Like speaking in front of an audience, tone, voice and all that…It’s more personal;
it’s deeper than that. They can express themselves. They can make personal connections
and relate to, sort of like humanizing education, and making it their own.
I tell Ms. Hanan how much I enjoyed the winter performance and how moved I was by
their poetry pieces, not to mention how amazing it was to see them get up in front of an audience.
“It took a lot of courage… And afterwards, I mean, they’re really proud of themselves, especially
Langston…He really came out of his shell,” she tells me. I also share with Ms. Hanan that it
seems to me the students were able to have their voices heard though the poetry they write in her
class. Ms. Hanan describes her classroom experiences:
Yeah, and within the class they may not use some of the poems to perform, but they
talked about a lot of social justice topics and what they mean to them. Like, they’ve
spoke up about some things they’ve experienced that they’ve struggled with in the past.
Whether it’s personal or social issue, there were a lot of topics that they have covered.
They might have not shared. Not too many people saw them because they didn’t perform,
but within the class they were able to. It kind of gave them a voice, this class, to speak up.
Guided by critical pedagogy as a frame of reference, Ms. Hanan uses thematic learning,
the 80/20 Rule, and visible thinking in her approach to teachings students. Ms. Hanan chooses a
different theme to cover throughout every term. At the time of the interview, the theme she was
exploring with her students was A Hero’s Journey by Joseph Campbell. Ms. Hanan and her
students break down a complex idea and make personal connections using narrative, journal
writing, and/or reflection. Ms. Hanan agrees that the students are looking at themselves, their
community, society, and the world through a social perspective lens.
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When I ask Ms. Hanan how the students feel when they realize they’ve taken a complex
idea and broken it down, she states, “Honestly, I don’t know sometimes if they understand their
accomplishments. And I hope that students who may not recognize their accomplishments now,
will someday.” The 80/20 Rule, according to Ms. Hanan, holds that the student talks 80 percent
of the time and the teacher 20 percent. Ms. Hanan also uses visible thinking in her work with
students. She explains, “Visible thinking is just allowing the kids to think about their own
thinking. So, instead of giving them the answer, you’re allowing them to think about it.” Then,
students ask themselves, “Why am I thinking like this?” Ms. Hanan confesses, “It’s hard, right.
Because there is so much you want to cover and so much you want to teach them, but it really is
important to have them find their own voices at the same time.”
For Ms. Hanan, having gone from teaching students who are college ready at Country
Farm High School to teaching students who are below the expected reading and writing level for
their age at GEC has been a different experience. Referring to the students at GEC, Ms. Hanan
states:
Not that it’s their fault at all. I feel like they were failed. The system failed them
somewhere. And so it was definitely different. But I don’t treat them different either. So,
I use the same text that I would teach in Country Farm or we teach in Griffith High
School because I think it’s fair.
Ms. Hanan’s commitment to her students is evident both in the passion I hear in her voice and
the words she uses:
I want to feed them all this information so that they could have that knowledge. I don’t
want to treat them like a little kid…I modify my instructions to meet their needs, but I use
a lot of the same texts that I would use at a high school. I think it’s only fair for them; it
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wouldn’t be fair to them if I treated them differently.
Ms. Hanan also holds her students to the same standards as she does students in a traditional high
school and believes the students want educators to, especially some of the students who need
more structure in their lives. Moreover, students are not always aware and don’t realize there are
boundaries and have not always been held to higher standards. Ms. Hanan is clear and firm with
students about what her expectations are. For this reason, students may call out another student
who is acting out in class. She tells me:
A lot of times when a kid does act out in class, a lot of times some of the other kids will
kind of stand up for you. But then, that’s again, the relationship. You have to work on
that before you get all the other things.
Now in her fifth year at GEC, Ms. Hanan wasn’t sure what to expect when she applied.
She knew she wanted to work with youth who struggled and needed people who could be a little
bit more patient with them. She adds, “Sort of be able to seek out and talk with them, reach out
to them.” Before the interview, while waiting for Ms. Hanan, I sit and listen to her talk with
Charline about Robert Frost’s poem, The Road Not Taken. She patiently read several stanzas
from the poem with Charline and then would ask Charline what it meant to her. When Charline
wasn’t sure, she did not rush her for an answer, but waited, and when necessary, interjected some
examples of what the poem might mean in terms of Charline’s life.
Ms. Hanan’s hope is that through thematic learning, students will have a smoother
transition and be able to see their own growth over time. In addition, thematic learning allows
her to accommodate student interests, needs and abilities, and encourage high-level thinking.
When the topic of addressing the students’ emotional needs, as well academic differences arises,
Ms. Hanan contends, “I feel like they come here for a sense of belonging. They feel part of

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

193

something.”
Like Ms. Hale, Ms. Hanan also has a list of wants for her students and puts education at
the top of the list in her unselfish efforts to help them to grow, succeed, and contribute to society:
I want them to see the value of an education, but I also want them to see value within
themselves. I want them to see the value of life and living. See the value of not just
education, but social and personal things, and in our communities and our world. I want
them to learn to speak up for themselves, and for other people…I truly value education. I
feel like education can take them out of their current situation and hopefully move on and
overcome their obstacles through education. And that’s why I value it for them.
Educator Ms. Sofo. Long before I met Ms. Sofo, I saw evidence of her work with the
students as it adorns the hallways of the school and her classroom walls and windows. Colorful
chalk pastel self-portraits, still life in watercolors, Ghana Women in mixed media, vibrant lion
and tigers in acrylic paints, and such as self-portraits, paintings of Martin Luther King, animals,
and their works inspired by artist Cora Marshall. Since her classroom was across the hall from
Mr. Gardner’s, I had many opportunities to observe the students with their heads down working
on a project while Ms. Sofo stood nearby or was speaking with them. Ms. Sofo, who is a middleaged White woman, is also in her fifth year at GEC.
Originally a graphic designer, Ms. Sofo changed her career path later in life after
spending time in her children’s school. Inspired by the passion teachers at her children’s school
showed for their work, she decided to go back to school and get a teaching degree. Over the
course of six years, along with taking care of her family, Ms. Sofo earned a master’s degree in
art, as well as acquiring her teacher certification in Art. After, she spent one and a half years as a
full-time substitute teacher in her children’s school district before being hired as the evening arts
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program teacher at GEC. Like Mrs. Ireland, Ms. Sofo taught project based, but in visual arts. As
the direction of the art program changed, Ms. Sofo eventually moved into a position teaching the
visual arts program during the day.
Speaking of her experience at GEC, Ms. Sofo shows her empathy for the students’ lived
experiences:
You know, there’s nothing else like it. The kids are, they’re in high needs, and that’s not
just with academics. It’s just really a need of being respected and appreciated. They get
labeled. So many times, so many people that don’t even know them. You know, they
look at them and they have no clue of who this young person is, what they’re dealing
with. They just automatically assume. And my method of working with everybody is just
taking time to get to know them.
Taking it slow, being patient with and encouraging every student is the approach Ms.
Sofo takes to teaching. Students who are uncomfortable in their artistic abilities often voice this
to Ms. Sofo. Her response is evidence of her approach “I tell them, I will work with you, I will
help you. This is not supposed to be torture. It’s just supposed to be, you know, a good class to
have fun in.” She also expresses that GEC offers her a chance to bring purpose to her life “I
really enjoy my time there. Um, I honestly have to say, if I felt purposeful anywhere, GEC is the
place for me to do that.”
Similar to the other teachers I have interviewed, Ms. Sofo also works to make her art
classes relevant and self-reflective for the students “Sometimes I do reflective of something
they’re going through. I like to do self-portraits with them to get them to think about themselves.
Who they are, what do they see,” she says.” Ms. Sofo, like Mrs. Ireland also reaches out to
professionals outside of GEC in the hope of engaging her students in a project that is relevant
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and interesting to them. She provides an example of an amazing experience her students had with
artist and educator Dr. Cora Marshall, who is African American and Native America Indian, and
how she incorporated Dr. Marshall’s artwork into her curriculum:
Last year, we focused a little bit on Cora Marshall who is African American. She’s not
sure what part of Africa her family came from. She’s also Native American Indian. So,
this lady was passionate about her background and studying like, you know, all the
traditions, the religious traditions that they have, the symbolism, and she realized there
were connections between African Americans and Native American Indians…In the
work she did a lot of portraits of Shaman, tribal women and she uses a lot of symbolism
in the background...So, I gave them a power point on her and I asked them to do three
sketches off the images from the power point and to design a big one that would be their
own interpretation of it.
Ms. Sofo contacted Dr. Cora Marshall and told her about her students’ project and asked if she
would mind giving feedback on the students’ work. Toward that end, Dr. Marshal returned a
power point of the students’ pictures with positive comments for each of them. Happy about the
experience for her students, she states “I couldn’t do anything better than that.”
As she mentioned earlier, Ms. Sofo takes her time with the students; therefore, she breaks
the projects down into small segments that eventually come together to make a complete project.
I ask Ms. Sofo if the projects lead to some powerful discussions in class. Although she wishes
this were the case, her reply is one that I’ve heard many times while at GEC “You know, they
still struggle with the phones.”
Ms. Sofo provides a moving and powerful example of an interaction she had with a
young man in her class, whose friend passed away, and her willingness to accommodate her
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students with work that is meaningful for them:
Some of the ones that like I hold real close, where they might like talk to me
confidentially, and say like “Ms. Sofo, I don’t want to do this lesson, can I do something
else?” So, I’ll try and pick their brain, and say what do you think you want to do? You
know, and I had one young man ask me if he could paint a portrait of one of his buddies
that passed away. I’m like, are you sure you want to do that. He goes, ‘Yes, if you help
me I would like to do this.’ So, I was fine with it because he kept leaving the class, didn’t
want to do things. It’s like if that’s what you want to do, we’ll work with it…When he
finished it, he told me he planned to give it to the boy’s mom…And it meant so much to
him. I mean, um, he would take the painting to go show Mrs. Moon. He had to show a
few people because he was that proud of it. He didn’t do that with anything else that we
worked on that year, just that one. And when he finished it I had some wrapping paper
and stuff in the closet, I go, you want me to wrap it for you, he goes “You would do that?
Yes, you know if that’s okay with you I got bright red tape or is that okay. He’s yeah,
that’s great. So, we wrapped it up and he gave it to the boy’s mom. I guess the boy um
had graduated the year before and was like on some water skidoo and had an accident and
didn’t make it. So, all we had was like this graduation picture in his cap and gown. When
he was able to give it to the boy’s mom, it made him feel better. And I think it was a sort
of grieving therapy.
Because of Ms. Sofo’s sensitivity to the young man’s needs, the young man was able to process
his grief, show his compassion and love for his friend and his friend’s mother, and feel pride in
his accomplishment. Ms. Sofo continues, telling me about a young lady in her class who
connected with the young man’s work and wanted to do a picture of her sister who passed, which
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made the young lady feel better too; for Ms. Sofo, these are the types of stories that have
resonated most because the artwork provided a way for the students to process their grief.
The most frustrating part of being an educator for Ms. Sofo is how students from
alternative education are perceived:
I’m always frustrated that they’re not looked at like the other kids are. Like, we’re told
they’re not passing and they’re not doing this or they’re not. It’s like yeah; they need a lot
more assistance, a lot more encouragement. They come to our school, we don’t have a
prom, we don’t have sports teams. They love those things, and we don’t have them. You
know, it’s hard to tell them, well, you know, I hate saying this because you’re alternative
education, I don’t know if that’s ever going to work out...It’s getting them to a point
where like, you know what, these kids, they really are intelligent.
The students’ varied abilities and the shield they put up as barrier between themselves and the
teachers also make it difficult to educate the students:
It seems like we’re starting with so many varied abilities…Some are very low, and some
are very high. It’s like you don’t want to insult anybody. It really is. It takes time to get
familiar with them, to see where they’re at. And some of them are so insecure that they’re
not gonna let you know what their abilities are. They don’t want to be looked at like
they’re not doing well enough. Some of them really hold up a guard and don’t let you in.
Ms. Sofo’s comments echo some of the sentiments of students I interviewed that include:
being more comfortable at GEC than at GHS; liking the smaller class size because it allows them
to develop a relationship with the teacher and talk with them if something is not right; and the
atmosphere being less stressful than in a traditional high school setting. Ms. Sofo also speaks
with me about the drama at school, “We’ve got some immature ones that are working things out,

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

198

and they bring the drama. They have it around them all the time.” Trying to make sense of it she
continues, “I don’t know if it’s just such a high need for attention, and you know there comes a
point like who’s going to get it. There is a lot of drama at our building.”
When I mention that the boys also talk about being dragged into the drama at school, Ms.
Sofo replies, “Yeah, you know it’s ridiculous. I don’t know. They come with so many things that
they need and we try and pay attention to all of them.” As with the other teachers I have
interviewed, Ms. Sofo also talks about having to decide what is most important when multiple
things are going on in class:
Sometimes there’s so many things going on in one class. You might have three situations
happening at one particular time, and it’s like okay, who do I go to. And if I can, and I
know Ms. Moon is free, it’s like okay, I’m going to send you to go to talk to Ms. Moon,
or I’ll send you to Mr. Wales or Ms. Hale, but let me take care of this here right now. But
you know there’s so much.
Based on my observations that students at GEC seem to be at different levels
academically, and that all but one of the students I interview tells me they’re going on to college
after GEC, I ask Ms. Sofo whether she believes students who graduate from GEC, who plan on
attending college, are prepared for that next step. Although she admits a lot of the students are
not quite ready, she also knows that the process of college placement testing will place the
students where they need to be. Ms. Sofo also talks about some of the students at the other end of
the spectrum, those who have very low reading and writing capabilities “I was told a couple
times to not use cursive because some of the students cannot read it at all. And that was like a
shock to me, excuse me. ‘No, Ms. Sofo, some students you have to print for,’ I had no clue.”
As our interview comes to an end, we come full circle as she once again speaks with me
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about her experience at GEC “I’ve told other people that they [the students] inspire me. So, like
when I do my year, I let the kids kind of guide me where we’re going with the lessons because
they inspire me all the time.” She goes on talking about how the students are appreciative:
Yeah, that’s one thing about our students, like when I taught at public school, I didn’t get
as much attention from the other students out this way as I do down at GEC. They open
the door; they ask me if I need help; I probably get like four or five good mornings before
I even make it down to the room. You know, “Mrs. Sofo are you okay?” I’m good, how
are you doing? “I’m good, I’m straight.”
Educator Mr. Gardner. As I wrote the narratives for the students and staff, the one that
I saved for last is Mr. Gardner. Mr. Gardner allowed me to come into and be a part of his
classroom experience. The personal attributes the students used to describe Mr. Gardner such as
happy go lucky, fun, weird, not real strict, cool, caring, patient, and understanding are all
accurate in my estimation. Similarly, how the students perceive his approach to learning such as
using laughter, being open to students, not pressuring the students, using different teaching tools,
encouraging and valuing student opinions and talking about what is relevant and interesting to
students, and asking students to critically think and dialogue about the world, are all accurate as
well. After meeting Mr. Gardner in his classroom, we move to the school’s library for the
interview so that Mr. Gardner can make the most of our time together while we talk. Mr. Gardner
spends the majority of it cutting and hanging sheets of construction paper to cover the library
windows for an event the next day.
The interview begins with laughter, when Mr. Gardner’s response to my first question,
tell me about yourself, is “I’m a teacher in a alternative high school.” After spending almost five
months with him, I have developed a fondness for this young man’s odd sense of humor and
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respect for the person who showed me every day that I was with him in class, what being an
educator really means. It means having a sense of humor, being sensitive and compassionate, and
above all being patient, caring and accepting of the students. It also means making education
relevant and interesting to their life experiences. It means being stressed out at times because
you’re frustrated with the students’ behavior, or the way the world sees them, or that there are
not enough resources, or their parents don’t show up for teacher conferences, or you know the
students can do better, or that society has neglected and disposed of them long before they came
to GEC. At the same time, it can be rewarding on so many levels. I have been witness to the
respect, appreciation, and affection the students have for Mr. Gardner.
Background. Having had several other careers prior to becoming an educator, Mr.
Gardner, who is White and in his early thirties, has worked in construction, as a musician playing
free jazz on a Chinese Free Reed, and fixing violins. A history major in college, Mr. Gardner
wasn’t sure what he could actually do with a degree in history, except teach. So, he began taking
education classes and learned he also had a passion for special education. Consequently, he
changed his major to special education with a focus on emotional impairment. Prior to working
at GEC, Mr. Gardner worked at a charter school for a year. Along with teaching general and
special education class at the charter school, Mr. Gardner also oversaw individual education
plans for 10 students. Mr. Gardner came to GEC by way of Ms. Hale, whom he became friends
with when they were taking classes together. At the time of the interview, Mr. Gardner is into his
second year at GEC.
Experience at GEC. Of his experience at GEC, Mr. Gardner tells me, “It’s been good.
Basically, It’s special education, at least the special education that I would teach anyways. It’s
the same kind of population.” Although Mr. Gardner does not teach special education at GEC,
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his background allows him to consult with other staff members about students when needed.
Trying to make sense of why the district doesn’t provide services to the students with IEPs, I ask
Mr. Gardner. I learn that for the students who are school of choice, GSD does not provide those
services. He says, “Whatever district the kids go to with school of choice stuff, they should have
access to special education. But they have to sign it away to come here because the district won’t
let us do special education.”
When I ask Mr. Gardner if the charter school he worked at for a year prior to GEC was an
alternative education school, he suggests that although the school was not called an alternative
education school, it should be. His response explains his stance, as well as provides an example
of how I view Mr. Gardner, always keeping it real:
No, it’s not, but that’s just because they didn’t call it one…That charter school is in the
top of the, kind of a compound, called Santa Lucia…It’s like the biggest place for
sending [teenagers and] women who have been abused in the state…The school I was in
was more of a community outreach thing…They always were very firm that they were
not an alternative education program. They very much seemed like one to me.
Mr. Gardner continues, sharing his opinion, “Without actually admitting to it, they didn’t really
have, if you deny it, you don’t have the heart behind it. At some level, you spend more of your
time pretending that you’re a normal high school, which it’s not necessarily.
Mr. Gardner’s perception of alterative education schools varied depending on his age.
When he was younger, his assumptions followed the common misconception of his hometown,
“They’re schools where the bad kids go.” Over time, Mr. Gardner has come to view alternative
education school in a new light. Keeping it real, he says, “I think it’s a place that people come
when they’ve fallen through the cracks. So, like a lost souls kind of school. Yeah, it’s the last
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chance most of these kids have.”
Role as educator. When I ask Mr. Gardner how he views his role as an educator at GEC,
his response is a layered reflection of my own experience of him, the students, and GEC staff:
In theory, I’m the history teacher. But I think all of the teachers here try to teach critical
thinking above all. And I think that’s what they actually need. I think that is what history
classes should be because you can Google everything now. You don’t need to memorize
it. And getting an idea of how things happen and why they happen, and getting used to
processing all that information, systems of social interactions, cause and effect, and all
that stuff. That’s what I kind of try to teach.
Teaching approach. Although Mr. Gardner does not intentionally use a critical
pedagogical approach to teaching, it does inform his work with students. As he continues putting
construction paper up on the windows, he tells me. “I think studying critical pedagogy has
changed how I think. And that has completely altered how I teach, in theory.” In his opinion,
critical pedagogy does echo what is pushed at GEC such as making thinking visible or thinking
change. He continues, “I try to make it so kids are comfortable enough to interrogate their own
realities. There’s a lot of resistance with that.”
I ask Mr. Gardner why he thinks the students are resistant to interrogating their own
realities. He states, “They don’t want to interrogate their realities. [He pauses] It’s a pretty
straightforward way of explaining that.” I comment that the reality for most of the students is not
very nice. After, Mr. Gardner begins talking about how students react when they are interrogated
about their reality, then sidetracks making a connection to autonomy, which is the theme for his
History class at the time, as well as how he is using lessons from a “very progressive” teacher
guide by educator Marion Brady to inform his work with the students:
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If you interrogate them, a lot of the reactions to having your control and stuff taken away,
um, this is fresh in my mind because I’m using autonomy as a theme in my history class.
So, there is a kind of a systems model approach. There are lessons that have been done up
already and I’ve been using those, but it’s a very progressive teacher guide. Marion
Brady is his name. And systems model is just the way of analyzing things. A very
structured approach to breaking things down, where it looks at the demography, so the
people involved; and then, the setting, which includes the time and all the physical things;
then, patterns of action, what’s actually happening; and the shared ideas, which would be
why people do what they do, which is very simple and very complicated all at the same
time. So, um, I’ve been using that and the reason autonomy is popping into mind and I
think it kind of connects to all of the rest of it is because, when you take their autonomy
away, there’s this big list in the lesson we’ve been doing today. Anyhow, in these lessons
there’s this whole thing about what happens when your autonomy is taken away and, um,
the reactions that people have to that, like violence, organizations, apathy, and hoping
that some deity will come and save, you know. So, there’s this big list of that stuff, and I
think the kids don’t really want to confront the fact that they don’t really have that much
control. So, when you start poking at their scapegoats and their explanations for things
that can be kind of uncomfortable. On the other hand they’re usually really delighted to
tear things apart that bother them, like the government itself. Even if they do it in a very
weird, illogical manner sometimes. Pulling those things apart is kind of helpful for them.
His challenges. After spending two terms in Mr. Gardner’s class, I come to understand
some of the challenges he faces on a daily basis working with the students, as well as his
concerns for them. Expressing his thoughts on the matter, he tells me:
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I think I’ve gotten a little bit, out of necessity, slightly harder on them because I’m well
aware that for some of them it’s only a matter of weeks from being in the real world. And
many of them seem horribly unprepared that anything anybody would agree on as a
consensual reality. And so, that’s actually really difficult because you’re sending these
people out into the world, and it could be argued that they didn’t actually get what they
needed out of the educational system. Like on a whole, social level. The content isn’t all
that important, but they have no connections to their communities in general. Individually
some of them do, but some of them are really horribly apathetic towards that stuff.
We continue, talking about the students’ lack of awareness about what lay before them
after they graduate, if they do graduate; the role of an education system that has failed them plays
in their lives; and experiences outside of school that have negatively impacted the students’ lives.
After, I comment that it boggles the mind that the students could get this far and not have the
kinds of experiences they should in an educational environment. Mr. Gardner’s reply, which at
first seems like an odd remark, actually speaks to the level of emotion and sensitivity he has for
the students:
I feel like, this is an odd comparison, but like somebody preparing a bunch of really green
soldiers to go off and fight in something like Vietnam…You’re gonna be fine, you’re
gonna be fine. You’re fucked. Nine out of ten of you are screwed.
Approach to teaching. Making reference to the role of critical thinking and expanding
the students’ world, I ask Mr. Gardner where his inspiration comes from for the topics in class.
Sounding somewhat simplistic, he says, “I mostly just make it up. Especially in restorative
justice.” Mr. Gardner’s response does not surprise me; as a matter of fact, it fits my observations
to a tee. In our restorative justice class, Mr. Gardner keeps things current for the students by way
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of what might be called a Socratic method. Every day, he has questions for the students about
themselves, their families and community, and society. For example: How should people treat
one another, what do you think? What obligations should the individual have to their
community? If someone does something that hurts the community, how should the community
respond? What is the purpose of laws? Why do we have punishment? What messages do the
punishments in our society send?
I comment that the way he poses questions to the students seems to be a safe way of
engaging the students in critical dialogue about their world. Consequently, I revisit an earlier
question about what philosophy(ies) he uses in his approach to teaching. Along with a very broad
critical pedagogy and cognitive behavior therapy, Mr. Gardner says that sociology is also a major
influence in his work, which he believes stems from his own experience with trying to break
down reality. Essentially, “Thinking about thinking,” or what is known as visible thinking, the
practice of making thinking visible.”
Talking about his restorative justice class, Mr. Gardner says, “It’s more of a framework
in that class for looking at current events issues and issues of the kids. So, it’s a very fluid weird
class. It’s supposed to be student-lead and they don’t really lead anything.” I remark that I was
surprised that even though he explained to the students his hope that they would lead the class
and make it their own, the students didn’t seem to understand. Mirroring his earlier comments
about how difficult interrogating their reality is for the students, Mr. Gardner shares his
understanding of why this is, “I think it’s crippling to them actually. And that’s not a comment
about our students.
How he does it. Having experienced first hand some of the poor student behavior, being
knowledgeable about some of the negative things that have happened or happen at the school
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during my study, as well as the scuttlebutt that the district was either closing or moving GEC, I
ask Mr. Gardner how he does it. The following dialogue says it all:
Mr. Gardner: This is not a great year either. The boss got robbed last year. The district
doesn’t want us anymore. And that’s been an undercurrent through the whole thing, like
since I’ve been here even.
Interviewer: That must be hard.
Mr. Gardner: So, yeah, every time a cell phone is stolen or a teacher’s car got stolen this
year, and there was a gun in my class. All that stuff just provided them with excuses to
get rid of us. They’re really getting rid of us because of test scores.
Interviewer: And what do they expect for you to do?
Mr. Gardner: Well, they want to get rid of us and they don’t really care. They’re not here
for these kids. And that’s not an accusation; it’s just a fact. It’s a school district that is not
Black and their taxpayers complain.
Interviewer: So, if you’re not going to be here, what’s going to happen to these kids?
Mr. Gardner: A lot of them would drop out, right away.
Interviewer: What message does that send. So, here I’ve gone from school to school, or
one school and come here, or whatever for whatever reason. Now all of a sudden here I
am and I actually like it. Maybe I don’t show up, maybe I’m a smart ass, maybe I listen to
music, but I’m going. At times and when I’m there, I belong there. What does that say to
them?
At this point, unlike any of my other interviews, as I talk with Mr. Gardner about what
message this sends to the students at GEC, I begin to tear up. True to his nature, Mr. Gardner is
understanding of my feelings and that I’m only human. Continuing on, Mr. Gardner points out
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that there are two or three other alternative programs in the area, but what makes the situation
complicated is that students are not just from the GSD, but other neighboring communities and
Detroit. Reiterating his early stance about the school district, he claims, “It’s a district not
wanting to serve all those other kids. It’s literally taxpayers complaining about any money that
goes toward us. Speaking to the fact that GEC makes money for the district, he says, “Yes,
actually they drain money out of us. As far as I understand it. Yeah, so we make money for
them...It’s about the test scores.”
Not quite understanding how the district can logically expect GEC as alternative school
to have good test scores, I ask Mr. Gardner. I learn from him that there are ways to get the test
scores exempt, which for him makes it very confusing. He states:
So, if that’s the case, and we make money for them, it doesn’t leave that much other than
the local community and the fears. It’s like a White flight kind of thing. The district is
right on the edge. It’s right next to Collier, we’re in Collier; Collier turned Black. It
didn’t used to be Black. It used to be primarily Jewish, and Griffith is primarily Jewish. I
don’t know. I’m just grasping at straws, but one wonders if they’re trying to distance
themselves from African Americans spreading, the influence of Detroit spreading.
Later on in our interview we talk once again about how stressful working with this
population can be at times. Mr. Gardner brings up some of our previous conversations about the
fact that by fourth hour, he is spent, “It’s the fourth hour, we have no breaks. By lunchtime I try
not to talk to people because I’m fried, and if I don’t like breathe a little bit, I’m just horrible by
the time the end of the day comes.”
We also talk about teacher salary. I mention to Mr. Gardner that my understanding is that
the financial compensation for teachers is low at GEC. Mr. Gardner admits that his time as a
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teacher at GEC was always going to be temporary because he would like to start a family. “You
can’t have a family with what I get paid…So, this has gotta be a temporary stop which is kind of
crappy. It would be nice if I could just stay here,” he says. I learn the reason the district is able to
pay staff at GEC at a much lower salary is because they’re paid as adult education. Not to
mention, GEC teachers are not part of the same teachers’ union as the teachers who work at the
district’s other schools.
Interactions. True to form, when I ask him about his interactions with the students, Mr.
Gardner calls it like it is “It vacillates a lot. Last term, we had kids that actually seemed to really
need somewhere to just vent. So, I let them, which was horribly vulgar.” Because of his special
education background he understands that students behave inappropriately at times; therefore, he
is not surprised by how some of the students act. For example, Luke, Mr. Gardner suggests,
needs a place where he doesn’t have to have a filter. I bring up the day that Luke continually
talked about masturbation no matter how many times Mr. Gardner or I told him it was
inappropriate, and asked him to please stop. Speaking about the fact that Luke already knew that
talking about masturbation in class was inappropriate, Mr. Gardner contends, “I think he knew
that. I think he already knew that lesson. I think there’s more of a needing to know that he would
not be liked or thrown out of the room.”
For Mr. Gardner, listening and being authentic is key to developing relationships with his
students. He explains:
I think I just listen to them. And I try to be authentic when I make connections instead of
pretending to…I don’t pretend to have connections to things that I don’t. Um, just to get
to know the kids because I think they can tell. I just try to be authentic with them, and
patient.
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Having the opportunity to watch the students interact with Mr. Gardner, I comment that it seems
to me that he has provided students, like Luke, a place to be. He replies, “You can make the
argument that the content is almost, it’s definitely secondary, if not tertiary. It’s um; there are
many other teachers that do not see it that way here.” I recall a day Luke spoke with Mr. Gardner,
myself and three other students about being suicidal. Luke talked about his family and the
frustration he felt that his family doesn’t believe him when tells them he is feeling suicidal. As
Mr. Gardner and I have discussed before, some of our class discussions are therapeutic for the
students. The reality for the students is that some days they are not ready to learn because there
are other things happening in their lives that impact their ability to learn.
Transitions program. I ask Mr. Gardner, if he could create a school for this population,
what would he include that might help the students get to the next level. More concerned for the
welfare of the older students who come to GEC at 19 and 20 years old, Mr. Gardner draws from
his special education background and suggests he would like a different kind of transitioning
program for older adults.
I’m more worried about the older ones that come here when they’re 19 or 20. And yeah,
some sort of transitions program where they’re taught how to actually interact with the
real world more. Not a jobs program necessarily. Transitions is supposed to be what
special education is from. In my mind, anyways, the main emphasis should be at this
level of special education. It’s not diagnosis. I mean you can continue teaching people
how to succeed with whatever special need they have, but um, it should be a transitions.
Who the hell cares if you have ADHD when you’re 17…You’re fired, you’re obnoxious,
good job that’s what a lot of people would say to these people. And Um, I’m pretty blunt
with a bunch of them about that…Some of [the students] get out and they just go home
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and play video games, that’s all they do.
After about one and a half hours, Ms. Hale comes into the library to speak with Mr.
Gardner. I turn off the recorder. Although Ms. Hale and Mr. Gardner have already put in a long
day by 6:00 pm., the three of us talk for about ten minutes on education and GEC related topics.
After she leaves, Mr. Gardner and I spend the rest of our time talking about race and class issues,
and some of the reactions students from the restorative justice class have and possible reasons
why.
Section I: Summary
Along with some basic background information about staff participants, the narratives of
GEC staff participants highlight the unique role each staff participant plays in the lives of the
students who attended GEC, as well as their individual experience of GEC students, the school
district, surrounding community, and/or the messages they perceive society sends to this
population of youth. I have also endeavored to point out salient aspects of staff participants’
experiences and the meanings they attribute to their experiences. In the following section, the
attention is on the emergent themes that are grounded in the staff participants’ narratives.
Section II: Staff Participants’ Emergent Themes and Analysis
Before presenting the staff participants’ emergent themes and the analysis of the themes,
this section begins by reiterating that once it became clear that the original intent of this study
might not come to fruition, the focus of the study was adjusted. As previously discussed, the
original intent of this qualitative research study was an effort to learn from the experiences of
youth put at-risk who created and engaged in a social justice-oriented civic engagement project
that speaks to the context of their lives. More specifically, I expected to gain an understanding
about the qualitative meanings the youth ascribed to their experiences both inside and outside of
school; how they experienced resistance, and how a critical pedagogical approach to learning and
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participating in a civic engagement project impacted their learning experience. Ultimately, the
focus of this study became about the meanings the student and staff participants ascribed to their
experiences at GEC and/or in Mr. Gardner’s class. That said, although the focus of this study
changed, the overall spirit of the original intent was retained. This was accomplished by only
altering the predetermined guiding student interview questions so that students from the school’s
general population could be included in the study and asking a more general question about
whether the students were ever involved in a civic engagement were included.
This section undertakes an analysis of the emergent staff participants’ themes using
Bronfenbrenner’s (1976, 1977, 1979, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994; Bronfenbrenner &
Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) ecological systems theory and bioecological
model of human development, and Spencer (2008), Spencer, Dupree, and Hartmann (1997), and
Swanson et al’s (2002) phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory (PVEST) as a
guiding framework, with one important caveat. Broadly speaking, both theoretical models were
developed as overarching frameworks that include the conceptualization and implementation of
rigorous research designs that investigate human development processes in context, whereas I
came to learn about these theories by way of Dr. Robbins and Dr. Jones after I completed my
analysis of the data using a grounded theory approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Swanson et al.,
2003). Despite this caveat, these theoretical models provide a valuable approach for critically
analyzing the staff/student emergent themes in an effort toward understanding how social,
political, cultural and historical contexts interact with and influence identity formation.
Staffs’ Perceptions of the Challenges and Barriers to Graduating: Emergent Themes and
Analysis
One of my objectives was to learn from staff members what they believe are the
challenges/barriers GEC students face to graduating. What stood out among the interviews with
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staff members is the systemic educational barriers youth put at-risk face in society and the
messages society sends youth put at-risk, the challenges/barriers students face at home (foster
care, homelessness) and in their neighborhoods and communities, and the barriers placed on the
students by Griffith School District (GSD) and the school’s neighboring community.
Macrosystem: Emergent themes.
Systemic educational barriers. For youth put at-risk such as the students at GEC, it is the
systemic educational barriers that society places that have failed them long before they arrive.
Not one to mince words, Mrs. Ireland says, “I think it’s a societal issue that there is no value in
urban settings on education. It’s not the important thing. The important thing is getting a job and
making money.” No Child Left Behind has created an atmosphere that in Ms. Hale’s opinion has
been detrimental to youth. This is evident by the following comments:
Well, in a lot of ways. It’s probably one of the reasons they landed here and they don’t
know it, they don’t have a clue. Again, it’s about the cherry picking. Which kids will not
hurt our rating? Which kids will not hurt us when they post the test scores and post the
rates? So they’ve all largely been victimized by that.
We also have an epidemic in all of our high schools right now of anxiety. Social anxiety,
test taking anxiety, it’s like unbelievable to me. It’s not accidental. These places are just
small replications of the rest of society; where we’re all connected 24/7 and running
around like chickens with our heads cut off. And these kids are suffering terribly because
of it.
Ms. Hale also suggests that society doesn't have any idea how difficult life already is for youth
put at-risk:
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These kids, people do not understand how hard it is to get through high school now. On
top of the fact that you have all this increased rigor and increased academic demand,
which are pointless. I’m sorry they’re pointless. But you’ve got kids with real struggles
and real adult responsibilities in a world that does not value childhood. And, that’s
whether your suburban, urban, you name it.
Mr. Wales, Ms. Hanan and Mr. Gardner all contend that the system has failed GEC
students. For Mr. Wales, society has failed children in poverty by not offering children the
resources they need. When talking about the challenges youth face, he states, “Some of them
don’t have the drive to do better and be successful. They think that just something’s supposed to
fall from the sky, they're not supposed to work hard for it.” I respond by asking Mr. Wales why
he thinks that is, “Because schools have failed them,” he tells me. Failure in Ms. Hanan’s eyes
comes in the form of students who are really below expected reading and/or writing levels by the
time they attend GEC. Whereas, Mr. Gardner’s concern is about the students who will be
graduating that haven’t received what they need on a “social level” from the education system;
compares students to Vietnam soldiers, who in his words, “Nine out of ten of you are screwed.”
Societal messages. One thing that stands out during my interviews with staff members is
the tone in their voices when they speak with me about the not-so-hidden messages society
conveys about youth put at-risk; a tone that conveys a strong distaste and resentment, as well as
the need to right the wrongs. In Ms. Hale’s opinion, the messages society is sending are exactly
the ones intended:
I think the message is that sent to them is that they are not worthy…Exactly the ones that
we intend. It’s exactly what we intend. You don’t matter, right. Black lives don’t matter…They
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are invisible. There is nothing worse to a Black person, especially a Black male than being
invisible.
Making a comparison to the students commonly referred to as “skater kids,” who are
from the GSD and attending GEC at the time, Ms. Hale reasons, “Even the Griffith kids here. It’s
like Griffith doesn’t understand skater kids…So they too have taken on the characteristics of an
oppressed people, of a marginalized people. They’re angry, their responses are really negative,
and why wouldn’t they be.” Once again, Ms. Hale reiterates the message she believes
schools/society send to students who are different, “I think the message that’s sent to them is that
they are not worthy.” Ms. Moon as well makes comments about how students most likely
perceive what society tells them, “I’m not valued. I’m not worth it.” A clear example of these
messages is the example she gives me about an experience she had at an alternative education
school she worked at prior to GEC:
One time we had a board member come into Aster Alternative, and he kind of walked
around and he looked, and goes, “So, what did these kids do to have to get here?” And, I
think that's the attitude we always have. Right, how’d they screw up, what did they do
wrong?”
Frustrated by the way alternative education students are looked at, Ms. Sofo has had
similar types of experiences “Like we’re told, ‘They’re not passing, and they’re not doing this, or
they’re not.’ It’s like yeah, they need a lot more assistance, a lot more encouragement.”
Mr. Wales’s interpretation of society’s impression and messages about this population of
youth has a familiar ring:
This is the population that society tends to want to throw away…A good majority of
people in society think that alternative kids, they don’t care about school…A lot of times
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people think that alternative kids is just a pipeline to prison. But no, we do have some
though, but it’s not as many as people would think.
On a different note, an interaction Ms. Hanan has with one of her students shows just
how ingrained the messages that society sends this population of youth are:
Someone was like, what do you expect, they’re bad here. And, I went off on the student,
excuse me, do not call my student bad. Like, why would you say that? Even about you?
You’re my student. I wouldn’t want anybody to call you bad or stereotype a whole school.
You know that’s not true. A lot of the students here want to be successful, they want to be
successful, they want an education, they want to have a future. But sometimes life
circumstances and situations happen you can’t help it…. I don’t take light to that. It’s sort
of like I have their backs. Even if I’m protecting them from themselves sometimes, I need
to intervene.
Ms. Hanan also points out that there needs to be conversation with the students about the
messages that society “makes people believe.” Ms. Sofo also mentions the stigma society
attaches to this population “They get labeled. So many times, so many people that don’t even
know them. You know, they look at them and they have no clue of who this young person is.
What they’re dealing with. They just automatically assume.” When I ask Mr. Grant what
school/society has done for these youth, he states, “Nothing! Nothing at all!” Mr. Ashton’s
sentiments mirror Ms. Sofo’s and Mr. Grant’s, “They [society] already labeling you something
that you’re not.”
My conversation with Mr. Gardner about his perceptions on alternative education schools
takes on a different note as he speaks his truth about how he viewed students at alterative schools
prior to actually working in one:
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I’ve had various perceptions. So, when I was younger, I would have assumed that they
were just schools where the bad kids go. Where they’re allowed to smoke outside. That’s
what the alternative education school is kind of like in my hometown.
In reality, after teaching at GEC for almost two years, he has a totally different
conception of the function of an alterative education school “I think it’s a place that people come
when they have fallen through the cracks. Just like a lost souls kind of school. Yeah, it’s the last
chance most of these kids have.” Like Mr. Gardner, Mrs. Ireland too speaks her truth about the
stereotypes she previously held about this population of youth:
The number one thing I’m taking away from all the years of working with urban youth,
this school has taught me. It’s taught me so much more about myself. And how I needed
to view the world. I got caught up in stereotypes and I wouldn’t say I was racist but I
grew up in a predominately White community, European parents and the world was
White. And the first time I ever saw a Black person was my college roommate. And I
didn’t know how to handle it. I found that I just assumed that everything was rap videos
and basketball and drugs. And I just assumed that. It has been a huge adjustment and I
think up until I came here…We have so much freedom to really get to know our kids that
when I first finally started seeing the person, I was ashamed by that. When I reflected
back I had been so wrong. I was ashamed.
However, it is Mr. Gardner, whom I have become accustomed to answering a question with a
question, that speaks directly to the apathy, racism, and policies that impact those who
historically have been disenfranchised and marginalized leaving not doubt about the not-sohidden messages society communicates:
Well, you have to ask yourself why communities like this? And, this is a bunch of
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communities, regents, like this exist? Like, why is Detroit like this? Who does that
actually serve? And, it’s very useful scapegoat in this country. And, society doesn’t
provide the means to fix it because I don’t think society wants to fix it. This is the lowest
rung in this area. There are parts of Chicago where it’s the lowest rung, lots of them tend
to be Black but not always. I mean the poorest places in the country are the Native
American Reservations. And, as much as they talk about it, nobody really tries to fix that
either. And Latinos, who are constantly screwed over. You know, we took half of Mexico
away and then we’re complaining about them being there still. Is kind of how I look at it.
I remark, “What you’re talking about is the history, the racism, and the systemic issues that have
plagued our society and unfortunately have always preyed on the weak and the oppressed.”
To which Mr. Gardner replies, “Yeah, and that’s intentional, which is really depressing. That’s
not the happy side of history at all or sociology, but there are people that benefit from this.”
These messages are heard loud and clear by GEC students as illustrated by some of the staff
members when we discuss the topic of Ferguson.
Ferguson. What is painfully clear by comments students make during my time in Mr.
Gardner’s class on recent events surrounding the death of Michael Brown, the young Black man
shot by a police officer in Ferguson, Missouri is how hopeless life seems for them. Staff member
insights about the students’ comments speak to this. During my interview with Mr. Grant, he
comments that the problem with the students is “They’re racial toward themselves, and other
people too,” after which I share with him a conversation I had with one of the students in Mr.
Gardner’s class about the protests that were happening at the time surrounding the death of
Michael Brown. I ask the young man whether anything similar was happening in Detroit, or
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whether people were talking about it. The young man said, “Why? What’s the big deal? This
happens in Detroit everyday.” Mr. Grant replies:
Well, I told you once again, it all starts in the home. It all starts in the home. If you don’t
tell them nothing, nothing leaves nothing. So, if they find out now, they don’t want to
hear it now cause their mind is already made up. Cause this is what they’ve been going
through; those same doors everyday, and they scared to go through that other door.
I have similar conversations with Mr. Wales and Ms. Moon. Mr. Wales’s reply mirrors the
young man’s comment to me “Cause they see it everyday.” Ms. Moon, relates the comment
made by the young man to something a student said to her:
It’s almost like when this student said, “They don’t care about me, why should I care?” I
hear kids say things like that all the time. It wouldn’t surprise me to hear kids say why
should I care about Ferguson…I almost think it’s more personal. I think, they think, why
should I care about that, I’m worried about me. It’s like Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.
You’re worried about your basic food, water and safety. Now, I got to be thinking about
some kid. I don't even know where Ferguson is. I couldn’t even point Missouri out on a
map.
The topic of Ferguson comes up after Mr. Gardner talks with me about the students being
uncomfortable with interrogating their reality. I recall with Mr. Gardner, what seems to me, a
very extreme comment made by a student, “Oh, we should kill all the cops.” At one time, I might
have been taken aback by the student’s comment. However, after coming to know the students
and some of their experiences with law enforcement, I’m not surprised that there is some
underlying resentment toward police officers. Mr. Gardner points out the cultural timeframe of
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Ferguson happening, he states, “Well, they were indignant too. They were pissed off because that
kind of stuff happens all the time in their communities and nobody gives a shit”
Exosystem: Emergent themes.
Neighborhood/community. Both Mr. Grant and Mr. Ashton view the lack of opportunity
and community support as one of the main reasons students at GEC are unable to change their
present life circumstances. With regard to community support, Mr. Grant states:
Oh no, definitely no. You’re not going to get that. Nobody has ever pushed them. See in
the neighborhood, cause I grew up in the hood, the only thing anybody ever grew up
thinking about is, I want to have the nice car, new shoes, I want to dress good, but I don’t
want to work for it. That’s the biggest problem. And there’s nobody down there trying to
push nobody, but nobody wants to give nobody a job. So, if you grow up hanging around
that type of environment, it just keeps getting passed on to the next. And we’re into too
much rap music and all that. Everybody thinks they can grow up to be a rapper. And the
world is not made for everybody to be a rapper.
Mr. Ashton, who also grew up in Detroit, believes that because youth in Detroit are not provided
with something to occupy their free time in a productive manner, they turn to crime:
I feel the kids don’t really have anything to do in the neighborhoods. There’s no
community centers. There’s no activities to keep them busy. Or if there is, you got to pay
for it. And a lot of these kids they don’t have no money. So, they can’t afford those types
of things…They’re stuck. They’re thrown into school; the school has limited resources.
The district appears to not really give… a rat’s butt. So, all that is contributing to you
know, the kids they see that. And they’re like they feeling hopeless because there’s
nothing for them to do. So they feel they got to turn to crime. They feel they got to turn to
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negative things in order to get money or get whatever they feel that they need. And it’s
really sad because when I was growing up, we always had things to do.
Comparable to Mr. Ashton, Ms. Sofo argues the students are put in an untenable situation in their
neighborhoods, “We’ve got so many students dealing with being in the wrong place at the wrong
time, and doing the wrong thing because they’re in those areas and the kids can’t seem to avoid
these issues, sometimes.”
Since, Mr. Grant and Mr. Ashton both mention how different it was from them growing
up in the hood, I ask each of them how it is different from when they were growing up. Mr.
Grant’s strong feelings are apparent in his response:
Well the big difference now is just there’s no respect. These kids growing up now have
no respect for their elders. When I was coming up, even if you were out here, you know
doing whatever you was doing, you gonna hold the door for that old person when they
comin’ out the store. There are just certain things that you just won’t do. You’re not
going to disrespect people, just going out here and pillaging. You out here just robbing
and doing whatever. Now these kids out here now are just robbing to rob. They think
that’s the norm.
Of his youth, Mr. Ashton says:
We had community centers, we had the Northwest Activity Center, which is still around
today…They still have YMCA; they’re not all over like they used to be, they’re sparse.
Boys and Girls club, I grew up in a Boys and Girls club. ROTC, I had ROTC.
He also points out that GEC has no sports or after school activities to keep the students occupied.
Although this is not a question I ask Ms. Hale, she mentions how different the times are with
regard to education:
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When we were in high school, I’m not sure there were a whole lot of alternative
education programs. Vocational education was about as alternative as it got. And, part of
that was because faith actually mattered, free and public education actually was what it
was. And, if you moved to a community in the middle of a school year they took you in.
If you moved to a community and for some reason you were a little short on credits,
which was less of a big deal then…they would figure out some way to help you. Now, if
you are short credits, you come into Collier, into the accounting office building, they
send you right to me.
Resident and district. Other hurdles placed in the students’ path to academic success are
the lack of resources from the district and the influence neighboring community members have
on the district’s position on GEC. Staff members specifically address the lack of resources such
as technology, special education, paraprofessionals, and transportation. The following dialogue
between Mr. Wales and myself is no laughing matter:
Mr. Wales: Just look at the technology we have in our building compared to the district.
Interviewer: You don’t have any do you?
Mr. Wales: [Laughter] Right, that's the point. I think Ms. Hale has tried to do a lot of that.
We’re in a tough situation. We don’t have any smart boards or things like that because
we’re leasing this building from Collier…We have to make education fun and make it
relevant, especially our group, our population engaged.”
Disgusted, Mrs. Ireland emphasizes:
I think it’s really sad that kids at Griffith High School get smart boards and they all have
laptops. And, they get to do everything with all this technology and I don’t even have WiFi in my room to use my own personal iPad. We’re the redheaded stepchildren.
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As mentioned above, transportation is one of the biggest challenges for students at GEC.
Although Mr. Wales and Ms. Hale attempted to provide transportation, the district was not
supportive. Mr. Wales explains, “We did try to get a transportation system set up probably about
two years ago, but it was kind of shut down by the district. They did not want to put the money
into it.”
Without funding from the district, GEC is unable to provide special education services to
support students in the ways most needed. “Here at GEC, to me, we really don’t have the
necessary resources to take these students to the next level. Here at GEC, we do not have a
special education department.” As an educator, Mrs. Ireland finds it difficult to meet the students’
needs as well, “It’s really hard and because we don’t have a special education program, it makes
it even more difficult.” she says. Ms. Moon has her own thoughts on the matter:
I think we’ve got a lot of kids with learning disabilities and we don’t have enough
services in this building to deal with that. So, we throw it to the teachers’ room and we
say you’re going to have to be able to educate all kids because we don’t recognize IEP’s
here. So, we don’t have a special education teacher. Even though teachers can try to
accommodate for kids.
Ms. Moon continues, throwing the issue of transportation into the mix, “But, if I can’t get to
school, now it's a double edge sword because how do I accommodate for a kid who is low
already and can’t get to school?” A resource that Ms. Hanan wishes the school had is
paraprofessionals.
Complicating matters for GEC students is the surrounding neighborhood’s residents, and
the district’s lack of commitment. With regard to the community the school is in, Ms. Hale says,
“I think that if you were to go door to door, they would say they hate it. What’s interesting about
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it is that this is a middle class African America community primarily around us...And they don’t
like to see raggedy Black kids.” Mr. Gardner believes that because GEC students are mainly
from outside school districts, community members are unhappy with any resources going to
GEC, “It’s a district not wanting to serve all those other kids. It’s literally taxpayers complaining
about any money that goes toward us.” Contrary to what residents in the community believe,
GEC makes money for the district. That said, in Mr. Gardner’s opinion, the real reason the
district wants to close GEC all boils down to test scores.
Microsystem emergent themes: Home. According to staff members, students have
been/are continually exposed to some of the most powerful detriments to their physical and
mental health at home and in their neighborhoods. All too familiar with this, Ms. Hale sheds
light on the topic:
Yes, lots of family issues. Yes, legal issues, a lot of mental stuff, untreated. And, a lot of
trauma…Or incarcerated [parents]. Some of it gets discussed some of it doesn’t. And, so,
the other thing about the trauma when it happens, some of it’s ongoing, the poverty, the
violence but some of it is really one or two significant incidents, but there’s no support.
There’s no follow-up, it’s just keep pushing it, pushing it, pushing it down.
Putting it in simple terms, Mr. Gardner claims “Drugs, and poverty, and violence, abuse and all
the reactions to all that stuff” are the barriers students face to graduating. Similar to Ms. Hale and
Mr. Gardner, Ms. Hanan provides a list of what she deems are barriers for me as well, “Life
experiences, family, poverty, socioeconomics. I think socioeconomics plays a huge, huge role.”
She continues, clarifying her position, which has a familiar ring:
I think that’s why a lot of them come here and they are below grade because they didn’t
have tutors, or the school district didn’t have paraprofessionals, or their families have to
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work. Their parents have to work and aren’t home to read to them. And, you know, their
teenage brother or sister babysits them. So, they’re on their phone, they’re teenagers. And
so, I feel like socioeconomics already plays a huge role in the kid’s life.
Mrs. Ireland and Ms. Sofo also remark that a lot of the students’ parents are incarcerated, or
deceased.
The topic of drugs arises during my conversations with Mr. Grant, Ms. Sofo, Mr.
Bradshaw, Mrs. Knight, and Ms. Moon as well. On a regular basis, students talk about smoking
weed when they’re amongst their peers at school or around staff members. Mr. Bradshaw
estimates that about 70 percent of the students at GEC smoke marijuana. Ms. Sofo finds it
difficult to get her point across to the students why they shouldn’t be smoking marijuana because
of the acceptance of marijuana use among family members:
You know, Marijuana is an issue, and they’re like, ‘It’s not that bad. It’s illegal it can hurt
you. And, some of them, they have family members that disagree. So, it’s like you can’t
keep them away from stuff when other people in their family are saying like no, it’s fine.
From Mrs. Knight’s perspective, “Some of them, it seems like they can’t function without it, the
way they talk.”
The home environment, or lack thereof, places overwhelming obstacles along the path to
achieving academic success for a majority of the students at GEC. A lack of parental
involvement at home and at school was one of the most common themes staff members spoke
about with respect to the challenges students face to graduation from high school. For the
students at GEC, a lack of parental support is both for those whose parents are physically present
yet not involved for various reasons, and, for many, parents who are physically absent by choice,
due to incarceration, or because they are deceased.
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Evident from Mr. Grant’s and Mr. Ashton’s comments, at times a lack of parental support
is due to the fact fathers are absent, and/or single parents are working to provide for their family;
thus, the youth are either put in the position of taking care of siblings and/or spending their idle
time around situations that are not ideal. What is missing in the lives of the youth, according to
Mr. Grant, is a father. Moreover, single parents are usually working to provide for the family. Mr.
Grant explains:
Fatherhood, that’s the big thing now…You got the momma that's in the home, if she is;
she’s working all the time. So, there is nobody at home. Nowadays they think we just
gonna hang out, smoke, and stand on the corner. They don’t wanna do nothing. And they
don’t realize that this is the time you gotta be out here and do something. You can’t turn
it on and turn it off. And you can’t do that because once you get in trouble it’s hard to out.
Because they think, you can’t turn it on and turn it off. And you can’t do that because
once you get in trouble it’s hard to get out. And you hate to see them with a felony
because they’re not going to be able to get a job out here.
Mr. Ashton’s comments parallel Mr. Grant’s:
Single parents have it hard. You know, they’re raising the kids by their self and working.
Especially, if they [the children] have younger brothers or sisters that they got to take
care of. Some of these kids may feel they’re not getting the attention at home; so that’s
one reason why they act the way they act here because all they want is attention. And,
sometimes, they don’t care how they get it, whether it’s good or bad, as long as they get it.
Summing up how this impacts the youth, Mr. Grant asserts, “By the time they grow up and get
this age they all messed up. It’s jumbled up. It’s like a jigsaw puzzle or a Rubik’s Cube. They
don’t know what to do. They don’t know whether they comin’ or going.” Mr. Ashton’s words
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bring home how dire the circumstances are for some of the students at GEC, “When they leave
the school ain’t no telling what their situation is. Some of these kids are homeless. Some of these
kids are living in foster homes, they’re wards of the state.” In light of the aforementioned, Ms.
Sofo’s premise about the students seems quite plausible:
I think sometimes students are afraid of what happens after high school. And, the easiest
thing is not to get their selves to that point. So, they don’t have to deal with it. They don’t
have somebody telling them, you know, your gonna be fine; you can either work, you can
go to community college.
A lack of parental support at school also reflects the level of parental involvement in the
lives of the students. Mr. Wales describes the absence of parental involvement at GEC:
It’s a struggle. It's a struggle. For instance, we just had parent teacher conferences on
December 3 and 2. And, we couldn’t have had more than 15 to 20 parents. And, right
now on our fall count that just passed, October 2...About 180 students.
Ms. Hanan also mentions her disappointment in the low parent turnout at teacher conferences “I
wish parents were more involved. I wish more came to parent teacher conferences.” Staff
members also call every parent in an effort to get him or her to attend parent teacher conferences,
she tells me. Mrs. Ireland talks about not getting the support she needs from parents when their
child is failing, “No home support, a lot of these kids. It’s really sad when I call home on these
failures, and I have 15 kids, and I talk to one person. I leave maybe three or four phone messages
and the rest are all bad phone numbers. There is no parental support at all.” While Ms. Moon
describes parental support for school what staff are doing at school with their child as “Pretty
good.” Yet, once the student leaves school, the parents are not so supportive “It’s hard
sometimes to get that same level of support outside of the school. They’ll come in and be very
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supportive, but then, when people go home, everyone goes about their stuff.” Mrs. Knight’s
comments replicate the other staff members:
Parental involvement is like nil. We have parent teacher conferences, and if we have 15
parents show up that's really good. And, even when you call, when Mr. Wales, Ms. Hale
or the teachers are calling, some of them don’t even live with their parents. So, you call
the parents and they call back the next day, Can you tell me if my daughter was in school
today.There’s just a total disconnect there.
She continues, speaking about a culture of apathy, trying to make sense of it:
Um, so if you don’t have somebody behind you at home…And, it’s kind of typically how
it happens, the ones that go, don’t need to be there and the kids know they’re going. So,
it’s just instilled in them. But that's part of my, not disbelief, but when a kid says, ‘I don’t
need to go to high school. I don’t need a diploma.’ I’m like where did that thinking come
from? So, it had to start at home. You know, with the people that they live with, or hang
out with, or you know, that that's okay to not have a high school diploma.
Because some parents do not place value on education, there is not a lot of encouragement by the
students’ families for them to graduate from high school; hence, Ms. Sofo struggles with getting
the students to realize the importance of an education:
There’s not a lot of encouragement to graduate from high school. For some of them
they’re the first one to graduate from high school; it’s a big deal. But we’ve had many
that have been taught that it doesn’t mean anything; it’s not going to help, you don’t need
it. Why do I even waste my time bringing you here? And, it’s like persuading that you’re
trying to do. Please don’t listen to that. You’re something that is something that is truly
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incredible, and who needs to bless this planet. So, don’t listen to any negativity. You
have to keep pushing yourself forward.
In contrast, Ms. Moon recognizes that by the time a parent’s child is 18 years old, the
parent might be too exhausted to deal with their child. Subsequently, some of the parents let their
child be in control of their own future. She gives me an example:
A lot of kids will say, “When I’m 18.” We’ll call parents, “He’s 18, he makes his own
decisions; he’s grown.” I hear that a fair amount. I won’t say everybody but I hear it a fair
amount. ‘He’s 18. She’s 18, she’s grown, she’ on her own. Those are tired parents. Those
are tired parents.
In her opinion, the problem is that when this happens, no one at home is setting expectations for
the student, encouraging them to continue. Mrs. Ireland’s story about a young man I come to
know while at GEC, who was expelled for bringing a gun to school, offers a similar yet different
example of a lack of parent support and encouragement. She describes an interaction she
observed between the young man and his mother, “His mom, last year, he got in some issues,
and she came up here and we were scared of her. I heard the conversation she had with him and
it’s, ‘Your worthless.’” Resembling Ms. Moon, Mrs. Ireland offers a rationalization for the
mother’s behavior:
His mom is just, she’s in his life, but doesn't know how to be a figure in his life. She
doesn’t know how to be a parent. And, I think it's part of it, it’s part of the culture in
general. There’s never anyone, we love you, we support you, but you made a wrong
decision. It’s you're a waste of my time.
Mr. Wales’s response to what challenges the students are facing is different in one
respect from the other staff members, he states, “Home environment. We try and instill morals
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and values in the students. And, we expect great things, but sometimes it’s not the same thing at
home.
Transportation, according to Mr. Wale, is the biggest problem for the students. Ms. Moon
as well, discusses the fact that transportation is an issue for students and their families:
Kids are always asking for bus passes, it’s expensive. There are parents who can’t afford
to drive a child here. Often times, Fridays, kids don’t show up because it’s only a halfday and some parents or kids are thinking, I’m not gong to spend all that gas money to go
out there to turn around to go back home again.
Ms. Moon stresses that many students are concerned about where their next ride will come from,
“Lots of our kids are thinking right now, what time am I gonna, or how am I going to get home
tonight. And, so is leaving. So, I got to get out of here, I gotta go.” Along with transportation, Ms.
Sofo points out that family demands play a role in some students’ opportunity to attend school,
or their ability to engage in the classroom:
Some of them, I do know, help support family. I have one young man that works two jobs.
His brother is working one, they were not able to come to school last quarter. They had to
drop because their father would not drive them. It’s like they’re old enough, they can take
care of it, and it’s like yeah, but you don’t understand, they started really strong this term.
Why don’t you let them finish? No, he didn’t want to bring them to school. They’re
serious young men. They’ve got younger siblings that they have to pick up and mom
works. You know, I have one young man that comes in, no sleep, still trying to do some
work, and then he falls asleep in class and it’s like I can’t blame him.
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It seems to Ms. Sofo, at times, students receive more support from GEC staff than they do at
home. Along with the challenges/barriers students face at home, their community also is a
contributing factor in their chances of graduating from high school.
Macrosystem analysis. Macrosystems, as the carriers of information and ideology, both
explicitly and implicitly, endow meaning and motivation to particular agencies, social networks,
roles, activities, and their interrelations. Put differently, macrosystems reflect the established
overarching institutional and ideological patterns of a culture or subculture (Bronfenbrenner,
1976, 1977). Macrosystems also play a key role in determining how people are treated and
interact with each other in different settings (i.e., education settings Bronfenbrenner, 1976). As
evidenced by the staff participants’ responses, America’s overarching social, economic, political,
and educational institutions have a profound influence on the education barriers that have been
placed in GEC’s students’ path to graduating and the way society views youth put at-risk.
Consistent with staff participants’ perspectives, as previously discussed in Chapter 1 and 2,
NCLB is a direct consequence of the neoliberal ideology and corporate greed that dominates
public discourse on schooling and education policy and practice in America (Harvey, 2005;
Ravitch, 2010; Saltman, 2012).
For stigmatized and marginalized youth (those of color and low resources) such as the
students at GEC, the stereotypical messages society conveys such as not being worthy, not
mattering, being invisible, and the imposed expectations regarding gender-linked racial
stereotypes are all risk contributors, and, therefore, function as a liability and may predispose
youth put at-risk to adverse outcomes during a particular developmental stage (Swanson et al.,
2002). This is especially relevant Swanson et al. (2003) suggest because self-appraisal is a key
factor in identity formation. Subsequently, one’s perceptions about the risks they face and the
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resources available to them are central to identity processes and development. Moreover, when
left unchallenged, social stereotypes function as oppressive expectations and contexts that
undermine youth’s functioning (Spencer, 2008).
Consistent with the works of Spencer (2008), Swanson et al. (2002) and Swanson et al.
(2003), a recent qualitative study by Way, Hernandez, Rogers, and Hughes (2013) of 40 African
American, Chinese American, Dominican American, and European American middle school
students (6 through 8 grade) to examine how stereotypes inform adolescents’ ethnic and racial
identities found that stereotypes about race and ethnicity intersected with those about gender,
sexuality, social class, and/or nationality, and these intersecting stereotypes shaped adolescents’
ethnic and racial identities. A three-year longitudinal qualitative research study of urban
adolescents in high school from low-income families, to explore how the youth perceive their
worlds, by Way (1998) had similar results. Way (1998) found that students accepted the
stereotypes that surround them such as “lazy-inner-city-teenager” and that being stereotyped also
had a profound impact on the students’ sense of self (p. 203).
Exosystem analysis. Exosystems play an important part in the developmental process of
children and adolescents because events that occur at this level, in which the developing person
does not have a role, either indirectly affect or are affected by the developing person’s immediate
environment (microsystems Bronfenbrenner, 1976, 1977, 1979). From the staff participants’
perspectives, such is the case for GEC’s students with regard to their
neighborhoods/communities that are impoverished, lack opportunity and are plagued by
violence; the ability of residents physically surrounding GEC to influence the district’s decisions
about GEC, and GSD not supplying adequate resources for technology, special education,
paraprofessionals and transportation. As explained in detail in Chapter 1, living and attending
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schools in neighborhoods/communities with pervasive poverty and social disadvantage can have
a detrimental and enduring impact on brain and cognitive development, social and emotional
development, and identity formation (Books, 2000; Felner & DeVries, 2013; Garbarino, 1995;
Seattle Jobs Initiative, 2015; Phillips & Pittman, 2003; Steinberg, 2014; Vorassi & Garbarino,
2000).
Spencer, Dupree, and Hartmann’s (1997) PVEST perspective takes into account how,
across the life course, one’s perception of their experience in different cultural contexts such as
the home, school, peer group, or neighborhood/community, can influence how one perceives
oneself or one’s emergent identity. Hence, for the majority of GEC’s students who live in or
have lived in neighborhoods/communities with pervasive poverty, social disadvantage, and
violence, these factors, which function as stressors and risk contributors (discussed in detail in
Chapter 1), have the potential to predispose the students to adverse outcomes (Spencer et al.,
2003; Swanson et al., 2002). Social context, Spencer et al. (2003) argue is central to
understanding the impact of violence on normative development, which can have dire
consequences during adolescence, particularly in relationship to African American youth. In a
similar fashion, Swanson et al. (2002) posit that neighborhoods/communities riddled by crime
can have disastrous implications for one’s cognitive and social development (self-perception,
self-efficacy, self-esteem, intelligence, temperament, problem-solving and inter-personal skills).
A PVEST study conducted over the course of two academic school years by Spencer et al.
(2003) on the possible effects of being a victim or co-victim of a violent or traumatic experience
with African American adolescents (17 male and 13 female victims, 214 male and 118 female
non-victims) to determine whether adolescents who have been victimized indicate (self-report)
preexisting risk or vulnerability related to a subset of 13 clinical symptoms associated with post-
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traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) found that the only one symptom, “I like to be alone,” was
predicted solely based on having been victimized; withdrawal or isolation may be a result of
victimization, and adolescent victims in year one of the study were more likely to report five out
of the thirteen symptoms. Spencer et al. (2003) also suggest that adolescents who experienced
symptoms such as impulsivity, distractibility, anxiety, and/or inability to trust in year one, prior
to being victimized in year two, indicated a greater vulnerability to these distress responses. In
other words, preexisting clinical symptoms identified by the victims were not indicative of
victimization, but aggravated by them. Correlates of violence such as conditions that present the
opportunity for violence or threat of physical harm (i.e., inappropriate sexual activity, run-down
housing, overcrowding, illegal drug activity, poverty), “communal” coping mechanisms (e.g.,
peers or family members carry weapons, hang around kids who get in trouble a lot), as well as
individual coping strategies (e.g., carrying a weapon) can foster the same distress symptoms that
have been attributed to violence. Furthermore, correlates of violence that impact an adolescents
social and physical context can conceivably inhibit aspects of development (Spencer et al., 2003,
p. 39).
Previous research has highlighted the enormous gap in empirical research on the
processes through which neighborhood disadvantage influences individual and group behavior
(Ainsworth, 2002), and neighborhood effects on developmental processes (Swanson et al., 2003).
It is abundantly clear from previous studies, Murry, Berkel, Gaylord-Hayden, Copeland-Linder
and Nation (2011) argue, “Where one resides matters, in terms of quality of family life and life
opportunities, which, directly or indirectly, affect youth development and adjustment” (p. 115).
For Ainsworth (2002), understanding what neighborhood characteristics impact educational
achievement is central to identifying the processes that produce social inequality. To this end,
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Ainsworth (2002) examined data from the National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988,
linked to 1990 census information at the neighborhood level.
Using multivariate regressions models to predict time spent on homework and
educational achievement that took into account four measures that define neighborhood context:
high-status residents (proportion of college graduates among persons over 24 years of age and
proportion of employed persons with professional or managerial occupations), and residential
stability (proportion of householders who have lived in the same house for five or more years in
youth’s neighborhood of residence) as indicators of neighborhood advantage; economic
deprivation (proportion of unemployed persons among those over 16 years of age and proportion
of persons with incomes below the poverty level) and racial/ethnic diversity (proportions of each
of the following racial/ethnic groups in youth’s neighborhood: Whites, Blacks, Asians, Native
Americans, and others) as indicators of neighborhood disadvantage. Ainsworth (2002) concluded
that only two of the neighborhood effects are significant predictors of time spent on homework
and academic achievement: a greater presence of high-status residents strongly predicts more
time spent on home work and higher mathematics/reading test scores; and greater neighborhood
economic deprivation is a significant predictor of lower mathematics/reading test scores, even
after controlling for family, racial, school, and other characteristics. Ainsworth’s (2002)
summary of his findings gives credence to the impact of neighborhood characteristics on
educational achievement “Neighborhood characteristics [not only] predict educational outcomes
but also that the strength of the predictions often rivals that associated with more commonly
cited family- and school-related factors” (p. 117).
Murry et al. (2011) critiqued and summarized neighborhood research studies conducted
from 2000 to 2010 of the effects of neighborhood and poverty on adolescent normative and
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nonnormative development. Following are two of the questions they posed to guide their
comprehensive review:
To what extent does residing in poverty stricken neighborhoods contribute to both
normative and nonnormative adolescent adjustment and development? And, while poverty
increases the likelihood of residing in resource poor neighborhoods, does neighborhood poverty
have a differential effect on youth development regardless of race and ethnicity? (p. 116)
Various studies revealed an array of findings on the direct and indirect effects of
neighborhood poverty, disadvantage, and socioeconomic conditions on adolescent development,
academic achievement, internalizing behaviors, and externalizing behaviors. Similar to
Ainsworth (2002) and Swanson et al. (2003), Murry et al. (2011) found that no studies examined
the indirect effects of neighborhood poverty on identity development. Moreover, only a handful
examined how neighborhood level factors might impact identity development, of which, the
focus was predominantly on ethnic identity development with results being inconsistent.
Although some studies did suggest that neighborhood disadvantage hampers ethnic development.
Murry et al. (2011) determined that three of the characteristics of neighborhood
disadvantage (proportion of low-income neighbors, unemployment rate, residential instability)
directly effected adolescents’ academic outcomes. Overall, the studies showed that high-poverty
neighborhoods lack opportunity, which fosters aberrant values and norms, weakens social
institutions, and have little positive role models who can offer tangible resources. Some of the
indirect effects of neighborhood disadvantage on academic achievement showed that race,
gender, and family demographic variables (income and structure) interact to affect results: school
dropout was twice as large for African American youth as compared to their White peers;
African Americans males were twice as likely to drop out as females whereas for White
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adolescents, females were more likely; for the highest income White families, neighborhood
poverty had no effect; across generations, the negative influence of neighborhood poverty has
increased for African American youths and remained equal for White youths; and for African
Americans from single-parent families the effect was greater as compared those raised in twoparent families (p. 118).
Adolescent depressive symptoms (internalizing behavior) were shown to be a direct
effect of concentrated poverty. In addition, community ethnic composition and median
household income were the main predictors of adolescent depressive symptoms. Another
internalizing behavior, suicide, is the indirect effect of consequences related to neighborhood
poverty such as low employability, increased exposure to violence, and drugs, all of which are
believed to foster a sense of hopelessness. Poor neighborhood conditions also aggravate
depressive symptoms by way of increasing levels of daily stress, elevating youths’ vulnerability
to negative events, and disrupting social ties. Another indirect effect of community disadvantage
is the increased risk of nonnormative life events such as dropping out of school and teenage
pregnancy (Murry et al., 2011).
According to Murry et al. (2011), a growing body of research of adolescents across
diverse neighborhood contexts and ethnic racial groups suggests that neighborhood poverty can
be directly linked to externalizing problems such as violent behavior, aggression, conduct
problems, and delinquency. Further, for adolescents, neighborhood socioeconomic disadvantage
is positively correlated with engagement in serious violent behaviors, including weapon use and
causing injury to others. And, for adolescent girls, socioeconomic disadvantage is related to
higher levels of aggression. Neighborhood poverty and socioeconomic disadvantage were also
found to have indirect effect on youths externalizing behaviors due to neighbors’ inability to
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maintain formal and informal social control and monitor youth activity. Subsequently youth are
vulnerable to the influence of deviant peers in their environment.
Findings also revealed a number of indicators of neighborhood disadvantage that
included the following: portion of families living in poverty, single-parent households, percent
minority, potential for human capital development, level of education, percentage of families
receiving public assistance, vacant housing units, crime rate, house values, community norms,
residential instability, and unemployed males or adults. Murry et al. (2011) point out, the use of
multiple indicators to operationalize neighborhood poverty calls into question the overall quality
of the measures and hampers the ability to compare effects (and effect sizes) across
neighborhood studies (p. 124).
Murry et al. (2011) concluded, without a doubt, neighborhood poverty influences many
aspects of adolescent development throughout adolescence, and both males and females alike are
negatively affected by growing up in poverty. Like Ainsworth (2002), Murry et al. (2011) found
that across the research, family socioeconomic status was significant in relationship to
neighborhood poverty. Along with underscoring the findings, Murry et al. (2011) also present
limitations of the research that include the following: the need to conceptually define
neighborhood poverty and to refine and clarify neighborhood-level constructs; the need to
recognize that neighborhood studies are plagued by sample bias and lack diverse racial and
ethnic samples; and the need for studies that examine gender difference.
The staff participants’ perceptions about the middle class residential community
physically surrounding GEC and the residents’ ability to influence the school district’s decisions,
as well as GSD’s decisions regarding GEC are examples of the exosystems that played a role in
the lives of GEC’s students and staff. Based on the staff participants’ comments, it seems
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plausible to consider the possibility that residents’ surrounding GEC held the commonly imposed
expectations regarding race, gender, and socioeconomic stereotypes (risk factors) that filter
through multiple levels of context (i.e., macrosystem, exosystem, mesosystem, microsystem) to
influence the actual experiences of the students (Swanson et al., 2002; Swanson et al., 2003).
Using the media as an example, Antonishak, Sutfin and Reppucci (2005) nicely demonstrate how
the images of youth often portrayed in the media as engaged in delinquent or violent acts, filter
through multiple levels of context:
The images portrayed through media represent multiple contexts of interaction. They may
represent macrosystemic influences, in that they portray the culture of adolescence and
representations of social norms. At the same time they may serve as an exosystemic
influence, and influence our culture’s all too often negative perceptions about adolescents.
(p. 68)
It also seems reasonable to suggest that Griffith School District’s decision to close GEC,
at the end of the 2015 school year, was the result of a trickle-down effect that began with federal
polices and practices such as NCLB of the macrosystem, ultimately influenced the
superintendent’s and board’s decision, which in turn impacted the lives of GEC’s students and
staff. The superintendent’s letter to GSD community that he posted on the school’s website,
wherein he explains why the district’s Michigan Department of Education’s School
Accountability Scorecards reflect the lowest possible score (letter provided in Section I), offers a
concrete example of how events that occur at the macrosystem and exosystem levels can have a
direct affect on the developing person’s immediate environment. As mentioned in Chapter 1,
scholars critical of neoliberalism, such as Assessor (2011), Giroux (2012), Harvey (2005),
Ravitch (2010), and Saltman (2012), foresaw the impact of neoliberal ideology on public
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education in America: children have been effectively turned into commodities and schools into
businesses for investors, with profit, marketability, and competition as the ultimate goals.
Mesosystem a system of microsystems. As discussed in Chapter 1, the mesosystem, as
described by Bronfenbrenner (1976, 1977, 2006), represents the existing relationships
(interactions, interrelations) among two or more major settings (i.e., home, school, peer, church)
that contain a developing person at a particular point in time. The mesosystem is based on the
notion that events that happen in one milieu can influence one’s behavior and development in
another. For the researcher, this aspect of the ecological approach provides a context for
examining the joint impact of two or more settings or their elements on the developing person
and the possibility of second-order effects when a second setting is introduced. Swanson et al.
(2003) offer an alternate description of the mesosystem “The mesosystem refers to interactions
between the various microsystems in a person’s life. Mesosystems consist of the network of
inter-personal relationships that overlap across the various microsystemic contexts” (p. 750). To
add further clarity to Brofennbrenner’s (1977) concept of the mesosystem, it is important to
understand that the mesosystem is a system of microsystems, and that together the mesosystem
and microsystem function as a set of forces (systems) that impact how one learns in an
educational setting (Bronfenbrenner, 1976, 1977). Furthermore, in all probability the cumulative
effects of the mesosystem level will jeopardize the course of human development,
Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) argue. The microsystems (settings) staff participants spoke of
are the students’ family, neighborhood, school, and classroom settings.
Microsystem: Analysis. A microsystem, as proposed by Bronfenbrenner (1977) refers to
the environment in an immediate setting that contains the developing person such as the home,
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school, neighborhood or classroom, and the complex of relations between. Bronfenbrenner’s
concept of the microsystem, culminated with the following definition:
A microsystem is a pattern of activities, social roles, and interpersonal relations
experienced by the developing person in a given face-to-face setting with particular
physical, social, and symbolic features that invite, permit, or inhibit, engagement in
sustained, progressively more complex interaction with, and activity in, the immediate
environment. (as cited in Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, p. 814)
Put somewhat differently by Spencer (2008), the microsystem level plays a salient role in the
understanding of human development because the quality of one’s individual-context
interactions contributes to how one makes meaning (sense) from their situations, experiences,
perceptions, and coping process as they negotiate progressively more complex social interactions
over time and place.
As previously discussed in detail under the heading “Exosystem: Analysis” and in
Chapter 1, children and adolescents growing up in impoverished neighborhoods and
socioeconomically disadvantaged families, and all that entails, are placed in a precarious position
that can have a detrimental and enduring impact on brain and cognitive development, social and
emotional development, identity formation, and academic achievement. For the majority of
GEC’s students, another barrier to graduating is the students’ home environment, especially for
those students who have been/are continually exposed to some of the most powerful physical and
mental health detriments at home and in their neighborhoods, such as those identified by staff
participants: mental health issues, physical abuse, drugs, incarcerated or deceased parents, and
lack of parental support at home and in school.
An extensive review of empirical research by Repetti, Taylor, and Seeman (2002) on the
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relationship between risky family environments (characterized by conflict and aggression, and by
relationships that are cold, unsupportive and neglectful) and mental and physical health
outcomes reveals a myriad of risks caused by risky families that can hinder healthy physical and
mental development of children and influence physical and mental development into adolescence
and adulthood. Risky family environments also disrupt psychosocial functions such as emotional
processing and social competence.
Repetti, Taylor, and Seeman (2002) found that an overwhelming body of research
demonstrates that environments characterized by overt anger and aggression are highly toxic and
associated with an increased risk for a variety of emotional and behavior problems such as
aggression, conduct disorder, delinquency and antisocial behavior, anxiety, depression, and
suicide. Moreover, children whose home environments are characterized by high levels of
conflicts, aggression, and hostility, often lack acceptance, warmth, and support as well. In
addition, Repetti, Taylor, and Seeman (2002) discovered that research literature on children from
risky families whose relationships within the family are characterized as cold, unsupportive, and
neglectful (i.e., emotional neglect of children; a lack of parental availability for, involvement in,
and supervision of child activities; a lack of cohesiveness, warmth, and support within the
family) suggests a wide range of mental health risks that include the following: internalizing
symptoms such as depression, suicidal behavior, and anxiety disorders; and externalizing
symptoms such as aggressive, hostile, oppositional, and delinquent behavior (p. 332). A study by
Kaplan et al. (1998) of 99 adolescents aged 12 and 18 years who had been physically abused and
their families, and 99 comparison adolescents and their families, to assess whether physical
abuse functions as an additional risk factor for adolescent psychopathology had similar findings.
Consistent with the research literature, they found that physically abused adolescents are at
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greater risk for being diagnosed with unipolar depressive disorders, disruptive disorders, and
cigarette smoking, and that physical abuse added significantly to other risk factors in accounting
for lifetime diagnoses of major depression, dysthymia (persistent mild depression), conduct
disorder, drug abuse, and cigarette smoking (Kaplan et al., 1998).
Based on their summary of research findings of studies that examined the relationship
between risky family environments and emotion processing (the experience, control, and
expression of emotion, particularly in emotionally arousing situations), Repetti, Taylor, and
Seeman (2002) concluded the following: growing up in a risky family environment interferes
with the development of means for processing emotions such as high emotional reactivity (signs
of vigilance and distress, and self-reported anger), deficits in emotion understanding (ability to
recognize emotional states both in self and others, lack of skills to express emotions in a
culturally acceptable manner, the knowledge of causal antecedents of different emotions factors
that are integral to the processing of emotions in stressful or arousing situations) and reliance on
unsophisticated coping responses to stressful situations such as distraction and escape (p. 340).
All of this, in turn, shapes a child’s perception and creates deficits in a child’s social competence,
particularly the quality of social behavior and relationships outside of the home. Social
competence, as described by Repetti, Taylor, and Seeman (2002), relates to how skilled children
are at managing frustrating and challenging experiences they have with family and peers.
Peterson (2005) provides another perspective for understanding social competence: “A
set of attributes or psychological resources that help adolescents adapt to their social
circumstances and cope successfully with everyday life sufficiently to ward off problematic
behavior (i.e., externalizing and internalizing behavior) (p. 30). The inverse of which, according
to Peterson (2005) is risk or problem behavior that become manifest in internalizing or
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externalizing attributes. Internalizing attributes are those attributes that surface as psychological
disturbances that focus on the self such as depression, suicidal thoughts, and eating disorders.
Whereas externalizing attributes are those attributes that reveal themselves through
psychological difficulties that take the form of “acting out” against society such as violent
behavior, delinquent behavior, substance abuse, or conduct disorders in school (p. 30).
Previous research, Phillips, Erkanli, Keeler, Costello, and Angold (2006) suggest, shows
evidence that the arrest and/or incarceration of a parent may contribute to family risks in the
following ways: disrupts marital relations or may contribute a permanent legal severing of the
relationships; second, separates children from parents; third, contributes to short- and long-term
financial consequences such as household poverty; fourth, changes family structure and
economic adversity places children at risk for experiencing inadequate care; fifth, may put into
motion a series of moves or force children to live with a series of different caregivers that
ultimately contributes to family instability. With that in mind, their analysis of data collected
during a longitudinal epidemiologic study of 1,073 youth from 11 rural counties in western
North Carolina (Great Smoky Mountain Study) was conduct by Phillips et al. (2006) to examine
whether exposure to family risks such as changes in family structure, economic strain,
inadequate care, and instability, are attributed to parents’ criminal justice system (CJS)
involvement or could possibly be explained by parent risk factors such as substance abuse,
mental illness, and inadequate education, instead. Phillips et al. (2006) concluded: findings
support the previous research in that children of parents in the criminal justice system are placed
at risk; for children whose parents have had contact with CJS, there is a prevalence of different
risk factors experienced by the children, with parental substance abuse at 74.4% and parental
mental health problems (42.4%) being the most prevalent risk differentiating the participants
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from others; and aside from the possible confounding effect of parent risks, there is a significant
increase in the chance that children whose parents are involved in the CJS may likely experience
family risks.
Repetti, Taylor, and Seeman (2002) also maintain there is growing evidence of a
connection between risky family environments and increased rates of a variety of physical health
issues throughout life. The following are examples of their findings from studies by Walker et al.
(1999) and Felitti et al. (1998), respectively: women with a history of abuse or neglect
(childhood maltreatment) associated with chronic problems resulting from injuries and, in
adulthood, with a broad array of physical symptoms and medical diagnoses; and exposure to
emotional, physical, or sexual abuse, and household dysfunction (substance abuse, mental illness,
violent treatment of mother or stepmother, criminal behavior in household) during childhood is
strongly related to multiple risk factors for certain adult diseases that include ischemic heart
disease, cancer, chronic lung disease, skeletal fractures, and liver disease.
Staffs’ Challenges to Supporting Students: Emergent Themes and Analysis
Another objective was to learn from GEC’s staff what they believe are some of the
challenges/barriers that they face in supporting GEC students’ efforts to graduate. One of the
challenges staff face in supporting the youth is the youth themselves. For staff, the students’
history, academic disengagement, being tied to their neighborhood, varied levels of academic
ability, constant use of cell phones, and the emotional toll working with youth put at risk
challenge the staff on a daily basis.
Chronosystem/across the life course emergent themes: Students’ history. Mr. Grant
and Mr. Wales speak volumes when they talk about the impact the students’ history has on their
ability to work with the youth. Sometimes, working with the youth feels like an uphill climb for
Mr. Grant because he is fighting their history. He states:
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Nobody has ever pushed them. See in the neighborhood, cause I grew up in the hood, the
only thing anybody ever grew up thinking about is I want to have the nice car, new shoes,
I want to dress good, but I don’t want to work for it. That’s the biggest problem. And
there’s nobody down there trying to push nobody but nobody wants to give nobody a job.
So if you grow up hanging around that type of environment it just keeps getting passed
on to the next. And we into too much rap music and all that. Everybody thinks they can
grow up to be a rapper. And the world is not made for everybody to be a rapper…I’m
fighting their history. Nobody’s ever said you can do this and you can do that.
Mr. Wales provides a stirring visual of the challenges he and his staff are faced with
“We’re trying to add a bandage to a wound that is 12-feet long.” Supporting Mr. Grant’s and Mr.
Wales’s comments about fighting the students’ history, Mr. Ashton recognizes that the issues he
has with some of the students are a reflection of everything else going on in their lives “And, the
compound in there of the kids having issues, mental issues, whatever private, you know
whatever else they got going on.”
Microsystem emergent themes: Academic disengagement. A lack of motivation and a
lack of vision also plague some of the students at GEC. Mr. Wales tells me, “Some of them don’t
have the drive to do better and be successful. They think that just something’s supposed to fall
from the sky; they’re not supposed to work hard for it.” He suggests the reason for this is that
schools have failed them and possibly education was not pushed in the home. Like Mr. Wales,
Ms. Hanan, too, professes that an obstacle for her is that some students are unable to see the
importance of education and how it can impact their lives “That’s one of the struggles I see is
that a lot of the kids just want to get the work done. And not really seek knowledge or think
beyond or do beyond or do beyond what is expected.” A lack of motivation reveals itself in Mr.
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Ashton’s comments about the need for staff to constantly be on the students when they shouldn’t
need to be “We’re constantly reminding these kids, okay come on guys we got to go to class.
We’re constantly pushing them, pushing them, pushing them.” Ms. Sofo, on the other hand, talks
with me about how the students’ poor self-image and outlook on life also contributes to their lack
of motivation in school:
I think some of them don’t believe in themselves…If you honestly don’t know what
you’re gonna do, why would you waste your time? Some people go through this thing of
like, why would I invest into college when there’s no guarantee? Why would I throw
money away?...I think it’s their self-image and their outlook on the future.
For Ms. Moon, the students’ lack of motivation is steeped in their inability to visualize
anything more for themselves besides their own backyard:
I think we got kids that are strong cause they made it this far, but it’s almost like they’re
in this glass and they can’t see that there is all this wonderful stuff that they have access
to. They really do. I know there’s racism, I get all that, but you know what, there still is a
world out there. And they're just stuck right here and they don’t have the motivation or
desire to get to that next place because they can’t see it.
Along similar lines, Ms. Hale speaks about the students’ narrowed worldview, a view that
is tied to their neighborhoods. She explains, “Even my kids in Detroit. I’ll take them places in
Detroit and they will never have stepped foot on the Wayne State campus or even Mercy…The
kids they come from very small worlds. They’re very hooked into their neighborhoods and that's
not all good.” Mrs. Ireland also mentions the students’ connection to their community, “It just
really saddens me when we start talking about things and they cannot think outside the 313.”
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Microsystem emergent themes: Tied to neighborhood. At times, students are so
“hooked” into their neighborhoods that it becomes a barrier to academic success for the students.
Mr. Gardner, Mrs. Ireland and Ms. Hale, all speak to this. Ms. Hale says, “The kids they come
from very small worlds. They’re very hooked into their neighborhoods and that's not all good.”
From Mr. Gardner’s experience, trying to get some of the students to think outside their world, is
almost impossible, There’s a couple kids in almost every segment you take that are completely
stuck in their neighborhoods, neighborhood view. They’re so isolated.”
As an educator, Mr. Gardner recognizes he is unable to make a difference as it relates to
the violence students face in their community. He asserts, “Some of those barriers, you can’t
even fight though. And, they’re challenges but they’re actually not something you’re actually
like a approach. You can’t really solve violence in the classroom that happens pervasively in a
community outside.” Yet, it is Ms. Sofo who is able to sum up, in a few words, how desperate
some of the students’ life circumstances are when she repeats what one of her students told her:
I had a 16 year old in my mentorship class that went through some stuff, and I tried
talking, but they can’t tell you everything, it’s private…But, I went to give him a hug and
he’s like, ‘God Mrs. Sofo, I got to get out of Detroit. I can’t change anything if I don’t get
out of Detroit.’
Microsystem emergent themes: Academic abilities. Varied academic abilities are
another challenge/barrier for staff to helping students graduate. Based on her daily work with Ms.
Hale and Mr. Wales, Mrs. Knight tells me that, along with attendance being a huge issue for staff,
some of the students’ low reading levels are a source of frustration for teaching staff. It is
baffling to Mrs. Knight that the students are ever able to get this far into their education and not
be able to read well, which she questions, “How did they get this far? Who passed them? How
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did that happen? Cause there is testing throughout their whole freekin life. And, somebody had
to see that and just said, ‘Oh, go ahead.’ There’s just a total disconnect.” The students’ lack of
understanding of why they need to be able to take a test or write a paper is discomforting for Ms.
Sofo:
Just getting them to be comfortable with testing, and understand that everything they do,
does matter. Don’t think like, you don’ need to write papers and all that. And, they’re like,
“I don’t want to do that now.” I understand that, but that’s practice for what comes next.
But we can’t seem to have enough of a conversation with them…It seems like we’re
starting with so many varied abilities...Some are very low and some are very high.
Moreover, because some of the students are insecure about their abilities, they keep their guard
up, making it a challenge to assess their abilities. According to Ms. Sofo, “They don’t want to be
looked at like they’re not doing well enough. Some of them really hold up a guard and don’t let
you in.” On a much different note, when Mrs. Ireland is trying to teach, she professes:
So, I’m trying to teach something, and I’m trying to focus on the whole class. And, I’m
not going to dumb down my lesson for one kid. The real world, the boss isn’t going to
say, alright I’m going to give everybody an extra two weeks cause they need more time.'
They’re going to say, “No sorry, you’re fired.
Mrs. Ireland also tells me she has a couple of kids who cannot read more than at kindergarten
level and questions whether they wouldn’t be better off in a school that could offer them
interventions.
Microsystem emergent themes: Use of cell phones. While at GEC, one of the most
disruptive pieces of technology the students use throughout the day is the cell phone. A day did
not go by that Mr. Gardner or I didn’t have to ask a student to put their phone away. Students
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would answer the phone at anytime they wished. More often than not, students would be
listening to music on their phones, both with and without headphones. Students would watch
videos during class on their phones, too. Cell phones were a constant source of frustration while I
was in Mr. Gardner’s class. Perplexed by the freedom students have with their phones at the
school, I ask Mr. Wales what the philosophy is behind it. According to Mr. Wales, the reason
students at GEC are allowed to have cell phones is because some of the students have probation
officers, some are parents, or some take care of family members; therefore, they need access to
their cell phones. Yet, what Mr. Wales takes issue with are the headphones “What I don’t
understand is the headphones. To me, a student can’t learn by having that music distracting them.”
I remark that it is a challenge to get them to turn them down during class. Mr. Wales’s reply is
one I’ve heard multiple times from the students, “Can I have my headphones on now while
you’re lecturing and then take them off?”
Several other staff members bring up cell phones during our interview. Based on my own
experience at GEC, it came as no surprise to learn that cell phones are a source of frustration for
staff members for different reasons such as the school’s lenient policy, keeping student drama
going, causing disruptions in the classroom, and as a hot commodity. Mr. Ashton, who has been
at GEC for a year at the time of our interview, is not in favor of the school’s policy on cell
phones and sounds like he is still surprised when he tells me:
They’re very lenient, very lenient. I mean some of the rules as far as, like the phones, for
example. They’re actually allowed to have their phones during class. I mean to use their
phones during class. They’re up and down the hallways with it, and you know it’s a lot of
freedom here.
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In agreement, Ms. Moon points out that she is not pleased with students having cell phones at
school, “The phone thing is always just, like, driven me nuts because you walk into a classroom
and kids are on their phone.”
One of the main reasons Mr. Ashton dislikes students having the cell phones is because it
contributes to the student drama:
I mean we’ve had fights of course, but one thing I say has contributed to that was the cell
phone usage. They get into it with somebody in the class cause they’re texting somebody
out of the class, or even worse, they’re texting somebody outside of the school. Meet me
up here at the school and we’ll have it out…It keeps that connection and keeps the
[drama going].
Ms. Moon also mentions that cell phones contribute to the drama at GEC “Because there’s some
drama. There are people talking or someone’s on their phone or they’re sharing texts.”
Because students are constantly disrupting classes using their cell phones, it has become a
bone of contention for staff at GEC. Mrs. Ireland talks about how she views the impact students
having cell phones has in her classroom:
I look at this kid, I see him come in and I think to myself, his music is so loud you can
hear it over his headphones. And, I have other students in the classroom who are getting
frustrated who care about their grades.
When Ms. Sofo and I talk about the possibility of the students’ artwork leading to powerful
discussions, the disappointment in her voice is clear when she tells me that she tried having that
conversation with her students when she was going over a power point on Cora Marshall’s work,
“I wish it did. I could probably push for that. You know, I tried to talk to them about the Power
Point, but they…you know, they still struggle with the phones.” Mr. Ashton views students’ use
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of cell phones in class as very disrespectful to the teachers. Mr. Bradshaw, sounding quite
disgusted at how disrespectful students are at times with the teachers, talks about an interaction
he had with a student:
She was talking; one of the student teachers, and the kid just walks out and looks at his
phone. I said, ‘Really, you walk out when she’s talking? Come on. She’s talking, she’s
teaching and you just walk right out of the classroom and look at your phone.’ I mean,
come-on that's not respect, that's terrible…There is no respect with these kids, there’s no
respect…I can see it, they’re high school kids. It should be about them. All right, it’s cool,
but you still gotta learn. Those are the people taking care of you.
As Mr. Bradshaw continues, he brings up a topic that has been an issue at the school, stolen cell
phones:
A new kid came in, had his headphones, I guess he, just started yesterday. He was in his
room, had the headphones on for something, sat them down, went outside, came back and
they’re gone. They’re gone, just like that. That's what they do with each other.
Mrs. Knight has similar sentiments “If they see a phone on the, again, I’m over generalizing, but
someone sees a phone on the desk that it’s okay for them to take it…It’s not just adult stuff that
gets taken, it’s kids stuff that's gets taken.” Mr. Gardner also mentions that a substitute teacher’s
phone was stolen during the school year. I myself have been witness to the look of disbelief on
Marvin’s face; when for the second time since the school year began, his cell phone was stolen.
Marvin was playing basketball in the gym with other students, and sat his cell phone on a
lunchroom table. When he went to get it, it was gone. I recall a conversation I had with Mr.
Grant when I asked if Marvin’s phone was returned. Mr. Grant informed me that around that
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time of year, which was just before Christmas, cell phones are a hot commodity. The kids can
either give them as a present, or sell them for cash, so they can buy Christmas gifts.
Microsystem emergent themes: Emotional toll. Whether explicitly stated, or implicitly
implied, another challenge for staff working with youth put at risk is the emotional toll it takes
on the staff itself. As a result of being emotionally spent, there are days that Mrs. Ireland sees
only the failures:
For teachers that work in our environment, you’re burnout by like October. And, there
[are] days that I come in and I don't care. I really don’t care…I know by mid November, I
just don’t want to come in anymore; I’m exhausted. Cause my alarm goes off in the
morning, and I want to cry.
Ms. Hanan’s reason for feeling emotionally drained at times is because some of the stories
students have shared with her about their lived experience are mind-boggling:
It is sometimes emotionally draining…When they share their stories and I’m just like, are
you kidding me. That’s not fair, even fair that a teenager is going through that or has
already experienced, all of these things that you’ve already experienced. Like an adult,
someone in their whole life, wouldn’t experience what some of them have already gone
through.
By fourth hour, Mr. Gardner is drained “Lunchtime I try not to talk to people because I’m fried
and if I don’t like breathe a little bit, I’m just like horrible by the time the end of the day comes.”
Chronosystem/across the life course analysis. The chronosystem, as previously
discussed in Chapter 1, takes into consideration changes over time within the developing person
and the environment, and the relationship between the two processes. The chronosystem,
Bronfenbrenner (1986, 1994) and Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) posit, provides a means to
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examine the influence of change and continuity over time within the environment in which the
developing person lives. At the most basic level, the chronosystem is concerned with the
normative (i.e., school entry, puberty) and nonnormative (a death or severe illness in the family,
divorce, moving) life transitions that function as a driving force for developmental change or
indirectly influence development by affecting family processes. Rosa and Tudge (2013), quoting
Bronfenbrenner, succinctly summarize the main characteristic of experiences/events at the
chronosystem level “They alter the existing relation between person and environment, thus
creating a dynamic that may instigate developmental change” (as cited in Bronfenbrenner, 1989,
p. 201). The chronosystem also takes into consideration cumulative effects of a sequence of
developmental transitions over the life course. Thus, one’s personal and historical life
experiences/events influence family processes and developmental outcomes (Bronfenbrenner,
1986).
Spencer, Dupree, and Hartmann (1997), Swanson et al. (2002), and Swanson et al. (2003),
albeit from a different perspective, also embrace the notion that from the beginning, life course
human development experiences are unavoidably shaped by both objective reality and perception.
Therefore, the meanings one attributes to their social encounters (i.e., their perceptions) have
important implications for one’s actions and are ultimately determinative of life outcome. As
Swanson et al., 2003 point out, whereas Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems model allows for
describing multiple levels of context, PVEST directly illustrates life course development “within”
context, linking context and perception (p. 748). Although youth of all race/ethnic groups face
the same basic developmental challenges, and low-income youth of color and White youth face
the same stress, a distinction is still drawn between youth of color and White youth in that White
youth are considered the norm. Therefore, White youth are afforded all the privileges such as
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greater cultural consonance among school, family, and neighborhood settings to “racial
invisibility” in everyday encounters; while for youth of color, media and academia often neglect
the historical circumstances that influenced the present racial/ethnic composition and
demographic trajectory of youth of color (non-White) in America (Swanson et al., 2003), the
consequence of which provide the broader social and historical context for the everyday
experiences of all Americans and thus lay part of the foundation for understanding the
psychosocial development of diverse youth, Swanson et al. (2003) assert (p.774). Furthermore,
instead of viewing manifestations of structural and symbolic racism, economic challenges, and
other barriers that tend to characterize the environments encountered by minority youth as
cultural characteristics, they should be viewed as adverse conditions of stress. This is especially
relevant because adverse conditions of stress affect an adolescent’s perception of self, other, and
future life prospects.
A recent longitudinal study by Hooven, Nurius, Logan-Greene, and Thompson (2012)
examined the cumulative effects of multi-domain childhood victimization (property
victimization, witnessing violence, physical assault, emotional maltreatment, sexual
victimization) on emotional distress and suicide risk, net of adolescent risk and protective factors,
including family dysfunction. Emotional distress was measured using depression, anxiety, and
anger as composite variables. Based on a sample of 123 adolescents (66 males and 57 females)
identified as at risk for dropping out of high school, evidence revealed the following: higher
levels of cumulative childhood exposure to violence and victimization (i.e., property
victimization, witnessing violence, physical assault, emotional maltreatment, sexual
victimization) significantly associated with mental health maladjustment (emotional distress,
suicidal behavior) in young adults; childhood victimization was associated with family
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dysfunction and adolescent emotional distress; and family dysfunction and childhood multidomain victimization were unique and significant predictors of adult emotional distress;
childhood sexual victimization was the only predictor of young adult suicide behaviors, and high
levels of family support (protective factor) in adolescence could have moderating effects on the
impact of childhood victimization (risk contributor) on longer-term emotional distress.
These findings are consistent with the recent findings of Whitson, Bernard, and Kaufman
(2013), who reported that cumulative effects of multiple risk and protective factors on
internalizing and externalizing problems significantly predicted internalizing problem behaviors
(withdrawal, somatic complaints, anxiousness, and depression), and cumulative protection was
negatively related to externalizing problem behaviors (delinquent and aggressive behavior). The
sample consisted of 139 Latino and African American children 5–19 years of age (65% male,
35% female) who were diagnosed with severe emotional disturbance, attending an urban schoolbased system of care, and came from low-income backgrounds. Other studies have also
contributed to the discourse on the impact of cumulative effects of risk factors/childhood
adversity on the cognitive, emotional, social, and physical development of children and
adolescents across life course development (Gabalda, Thompson, & Kaslow, 2009; Goebert et al.,
2000; Kennedy, & Ceballo, 2016; Mrug, Loosier, &Windle, 2008; Putnam, Harris, & Putnam,
2013; Spencer, Dupree, & Hartmann, 1997).
It is necessary at this point in the analysis to digress and introduce another theme that
emerged from my interviews with staff participants, staff participants’ perceptions about the
future for some of GEC’s students. My reasoning for integrating this particular emergent theme
at this moment is twofold: first, it is reflective of Bronfenbrenner’s and Spencer’s respective
positions on the cumulative effects one’s personal and historical experiences/events have on
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developmental outcomes across the life course; second, the placement of the emergent theme at
this juncture of my analysis contributes to the continuity of the discussion.
Future. In Mr. Grant’s opinion, some of the students just don’t want to make it because
they have other issues. Yet, he is straight with students about what he believes the future holds
for them if they don’t graduate:
It’s like I tell these kids. If you can’t make it here, you’re not going to make it nowhere
else. After awhile you get tired of coming to school, there’s nothing else left for you to do
but go to crime. They want expensive clothes. They want a car and all that. You’re going
to eventually wind up doing something that you shouldn’t do. For kids who drop out,
nothing left but crime.
Based on his four years of working with the youth at GEC, Mr. Wales sees the future for students
who are unable to graduate from GEC, as having one of several outcomes:
The reality from being here four years, if students can’t make it in our program, then they
probably won’t be successful in their high school experience. Now, I’m not saying all,
but some get incarcerated that's a small population. However, if they don’t make it a lot
of our students just go into the work field, as well as some try to get their General
Equivalency Diploma, but GED is tough right now. And, then some to have some success
going to another alternative school.
Whereas, Ms. Moon’s and Mrs. Ireland’s perceptions about the future for students who
are unable to control their language, refrain from using the cell phone during class time, or
unable to get their assignments in on time, are quite frankly that the world could care less. Ms.
Moon is very candid about the reality students will face outside in the real world and their lack of
understanding about it. She states:
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The world doesn’t care. You know, it doesn't care if your mom’s gonna call, or you gotta
take this phone call, or you had to say those swear words. The world doesn’t care. And I
hear kids say all the time, ‘Well, I’ll get another job.’
In the same way, Mrs. Ireland contends, “The real world, the boss isn’t going to say, ‘Alright I’m
going to give everybody an extra two weeks cause they need more time.’ They’re going to say,
‘I’m sorry, you’re fired.’”
Keeping in mind the previous macrosystem, exosystem, mesosystem, microsystem, and
chronosystem/across life course analysis discussion, it is appropriate to suggest that staff
participants’ perceptions about the majority of GEC’s students’ history and future are reflective
of the cumulative effects of the students’ individual and historical adverse experiences/events
and the institutional structural failings that bear down on this population of youth every day.
Microsystem analysis. The ecological systems theory model, as originally proposed by
Bronfenbrenner (1979), viewed the ecological environment as playing a central role in shaping
development; whereas in the bioecological model of human development, process takes center
stage (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
2006). In brief, Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of human development or Process-PersonContext-Time (PPCT) research design model is comprised of four defining properties that
include process, person, context and time. The first defining property (1), Process or proximal
processes, are particular forms of interaction between organism and environment that operate
over time, and are the primary mechanisms producing human development. Simply put,
proximal processes function as “the engines of development” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, p.
822). Human development, according to Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006), takes place through
processes of more complex reciprocal interactions between an active, evolving biopsychological
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human organism and the persons, objects, and symbols in its immediate external environment or
proximal processes. The form, power, content and direction of proximal processes to influence
development, however, can vary substantially as a function of the characteristics of the
developing Person (2), of the immediate and distal environmental Contexts (3), and of periods of
Time (4), in which the proximal processes take place.
Bronfenbrenner’s (1976, 1977) earlier works provide a context for understanding the
processes of reciprocal interactions, mentioned above. At the time, he described the relationship
between person and environment (microsystem) as having properties of a system with a
momentum of its own. Ergo, it is important to identify these systems-properties and processes
because they affect, and are affected by the behavior and development of the learner.
Bronfenbrenner (1976, 1977) referred to one of these systems-properties as Proposition 6 or
reciprocity. Proposition 6 states, “An ecological experiment must allow for reciprocal processes;
that is, not only the effect of A on B, but also the effect of B on A” (p. 9). Similarly, the PVEST
model suggests a reciprocal relationship, one that exists between perceptions and attitudes. As
posited by Spencer, Dupree, and Hartmann (1997), “Our perceptions of how others perceive us
can influence our expectations, responsive attitudes, and behaviors. This is complicated by the
fact that our attitudes and behaviors can influence how others perceive, respond, and react to us”
(p. 831). It is reasonable to assume, based on the foregoing, that the staff participants’ comments
about the daily challenges they face, such as the students’ academic disengagement, being tied to
their neighborhood, varied academic abilities, and constant use of cell phones, has taken an
emotional toll on them, which, in turn, may influence staff participants’ expectations, responsive
attitudes, and behaviors toward the students.
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Taken together, Spencer’s five PVEST components, previously discussed in Chapter 1,
acknowledge and address the differences in experiences, perception, and negotiation of stress
and dissonance, all of which are critical to understanding the meaning making processes that
underlie identity development and outcomes. Spencer et al. (2003) describe the PVEST, “A
systems theory, PVEST consists of five components linked by bi-directional processes…it is a
cyclic, recursive model that describes identity development throughout the life course” (p. 35 see
Figure 4.2).
Accordingly, from a PVEST perspective, the students’ academic disengagement, being
tied to their neighborhoods, varied academic abilities, and constant use of cell phones can be
described as corrective problem-solving strategies or reactive coping methods employed by the
students to resolve the stress and dissonance in their lives. Swanson et al. (2002) contend,
especially during middle childhood, self-system development is reciprocally determined by
recursive self-other appraisal processes that appear to be unavoidably linked to experience of
stress. Stress requires coping, which in turn, leads to corrective problem-solving strategies
(reactive coping methods) or stable (psychosocial) coping responses that are either maladaptive
or adaptive solutions. Moreover, what is considered an adaptive solution in one context (i.e.,
neighborhood), may be considered a maladaptive solution in another (i.e., school), although both
are intended as corrective problem-solving strategies. Reactive coping methods and stable coping
responses (emergent identities or self-processes) are linked to life-stage coping outcomes that are
either productive (i.e., competency or self efficacy and resiliency) or unproductive (i.e.,
academic disengagement, varied academic abilities) in quality.
For example, in the short term, corrective problem-solving strategies (reactive coping
methods) such as students’ academic disengagement, being tied to their neighborhoods, and
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constant use of cell phones at inappropriate times may be a corrective problem-solving strategy
(reactive coping method) used by the students in response to the multiple risk contributors and
stressors in their lives and taken for a sign of resilience; while in the long term, these coping
methods may lead to pathological outcomes (Spencer, Dupree, & Hartmann, 1997). Spencer,
Dupree, and Hartmann (1997) explain:
Pathology occurs when the self-system “shuts down” in a sense, becomes reactively
organized around negative feedback about the self, does not fully integrate all
components, or becomes dependent upon maladaptive solutions as ‘self-righting
tendencies’ as its major corrective problem-solving strategy. (p. 821)
In contrast, using corrective problem-solving strategies (reactive coping methods) or
stable (psychosocial) coping responses considered adaptive solutions (i.e., general positive
attitude) to coping with stress and dissonance increases the likelihood of an achieved identity (set
of healthy psychosocial processes) that will lead to productive live-stage coping products
(Spencer, Dupree, & Hartmann, 1977).
To investigate whether chronic stress during adolescence has implications for adolescents’
academic achievement, Schraml, Perski, Grossi, and Makower (2012) undertook a longitudinal
study of 270 high school students from two different high schools in Stockholm over the course
of two years. Questionnaires on stress symptoms were administered to students at the beginning
and end of the high school year. The findings indicated that students who reported severe stress
symptoms at the beginning and end of the high school year, finished high school with
significantly worse final grades as compared to their peers who reported experiences of stress at
only one or none of the time points. Other factors such as low self-esteem, perceived high
demands, self-reported poor health, and insufficient sleep duration were associated with an
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increased risk for chronic stress. In addition, findings varied by gender: girls constituted the
majority of the chronically stressed group and showed significantly worse global self-esteem and
perceived higher demands compared to boys; and boys, especially those in the chronically
stressed group, were more likely to report not sleeping long enough than the girls.
A more recent study by Raufelder, Kittler, Braun, Latsch, Wilkinson, and Hoferichter
(2013) of 1088 seventh and eighth grade students attending secondary school in Brandenburg,
German, to examine the interplay of perceived stress and school engagement, revealed that stress
was negatively correlated with student engagement. Based on this finding, Raufelder et al.
(2013) argue that students with higher levels of stress are more likely to be disengaged or
disaffected in school (i.e., not making an effort in class, being bored, giving up easily), as well as
to display negative emotions (i.e., anger, blame, denial), which, in turn, can develop into more
chronic emotional states (boredom, depression, anxiety). Raufelder et al. 2013) also found that
the more adolescents perceived stress was negatively correlated with self-determination
(autonomy, relatedness, and competency).
Developmental neuroscience offers a different vantage point for understanding the
students’ academic disengagement, being tied to their neighborhoods, varied academic abilities,
and constant use of cell phones that is grounded in growing evidence that maturational brain
processes continue well through adolescence (Steinberg, 2005). Steinberg (2005; 2007) argues
that, although logical-reasoning abilities appear to be more less fully developed by the age of 15,
adolescents’ psychosocial capacities (i.e., impulse control, emotion regulation, delay of
gratification, and resistance to peer influence) that improve decision-making and moderate risk
taking are not fully developed until well into adulthood, thereby, undermining adolescents’
ability to make what otherwise might be competent decisions, which, in turn, leaves adolescents
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especially vulnerable. He explains, “Adolescence is often a period of especially heightened
vulnerability as a consequence of potential disjunctions between developing brain, behavioral
and cognitive systems that mature along different timetables and under the control of both
common and independent biological processes (Steinberg, 2005, p. 69).
Put somewhat differently by Steinberg (2007), during adolescence, it appears that
heightened risk taking is the product of the interaction between the brain’s socioemotional
network (impulse control, emotion regulation, delay of gratification, and resistance to peer
influence) and cognitive-control network (planning, thinking ahead, and self-regulation). Aside
from the respective functions of the socioemotional network and cognitive-control mentioned
above, there is an important distinction between the two. The socioemotional network is driven
by hormonal changes of puberty that impel adolescents toward thrill seeking and are especially
sensitive to social and emotional stimuli, which is important for reward processing; whereas, the
cognitive-control network that regulates impulses and gradually continues to mature over the
course of adolescence and into adulthood is independent of puberty. As a consequence, a
temporal gap exists that makes adolescence a time of heightened vulnerability for risky behavior.
Moreover, the competitive interaction between the socioemotional network and cognitive-control
network has been linked to a wide range of decision-making contexts such as drug use, socialdecision processing, moral judgments, and the valuation of alternative rewards/costs. In all of
these contexts, risk taking is associated with relatively greater activation of the socioemotional
network; thus, for the adolescent, immediate rewards are preferred over larger delayed rewards
because they are especially emotionally arousing. When added to the mix, the mere presence of
peers (the peer effect) makes the immediate reward aspect of risky situations more salient
(Steinberg, 2007, 2014). Using neuroimaging, neuro-scientists discovered the peer effect was
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specifically due to the impact that peers have on adolescents' reward sensitivity (Steinberg, 2012).
Findings by O’Brien, Albert, Chein, and Steinberg (2011) support the developmental
neuroscience evidence on the effect peer presence has on adolescent risky decision-making.
Results from their study, with a diverse sample of 100 male and female adolescents between the
ages of 18 and 20, of the effect of peer presence on reward sensitivity using a delay discounting
task (assesses an individual’s preference for immediate versus delayed rewards) revealed that the
mere presence of peers (being observed by their friend) significantly increases the degree to
which adolescents prefer immediate rewards than when alone, regardless of age, maternal
education, gender, ethnicity or IQ. In other words, the presence of peers causes adolescents to
find larger delayed rewards less valuable than smaller immediate rewards. A similar study of 64
late adolescent participants between the ages of 18 and 22 by Weigard, Chein, Albert, Smith, and
Steinberg (2014) found that adolescents who were knowingly being observed from a neighboring
room by an anonymous peer of the same gender and age while completing a delay discounting
task demonstrated a significantly increased preference for smaller immediate rewards when they
believed they were being watched.
Staff Participants’ Cultural Awareness/Sensitivity: Emergent Themes and Analysis
Another theme that emerged from the staff participants’ narratives was the staff’s cultural
awareness/sensitivity about this population of youth as evidenced by their approach to discipline
and recognition of the need for GEC’s students to have Black role models.
Microsystem emergent themes.
Approach to discipline. Although disciplining the students at GEC, for staff, can be
challenging at times, what is significant is the staff participants’ approach to discipline. The role
relationships play, the fact that sometimes you have to pick and choose your battles, and how the
boundaries set by each staff member are different for how they determine the fine line between
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sending a student out of the classroom to the office are all representative of their approach to
discipline.
When I ask Mr. Wales how much of his role is disciplining students, I learn that 65% of
his time is spent handling discipline issues. He explains his approach “I want to make sure that
we have a positive learning environment here. I want to hold students accountable for their
actions. You can’t have a positive learning environment if students are causing disruptions and
disrupting others from learning.” In order to keep the peace, he and Ms. Hale are constantly
being social with the students. Moreover, he argues that from the beginning you must have high
expectations for the students, and once you lower your expectations, it’s a sign of a failing class
or a failing school. Mr. Ashton provides some insight into how to approach a situation when a
student is acting out in class.
My thing is. The way I do it. I pull them to the side. And I try to talk to them one-on-one.
Because, like I said, they act out because they want attention. They don’t care how they get it.
Sometimes being a bad boy or a bad girl…Pull them to the side. Talk to them. Show them that
you actually give a care. And you’ll see a totally different person. They act like a child
then…Figure out what’s going on in their heads. They’re still just kids… Ask them what can I do
to help your situation? What can I do to make you more comfortable? What can I do? If you
show that you’re willing to help with them, you know, that's going to take them back like wow,
she actually does care.
Furthermore, he believes because some of the students do not get attention or discipline
at home, they crave it when they come to school. Reinforcing his belief, he states, “They crave it.
They crave it.” Mr. Grant explains his approach to discipline in the school:
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You can’t rule with an iron fist because somebody is always going to challenge
you…Like I told Ms. Hale before I got here, you don’t ever want to have the stigma of us
versus them. Because as long as they think you’re against them, then they’re going to try
and find a way to out slick you.
I ask Mr. Grant if he can give me an example of a time he knew he had to tread lightly when
dealing with a student. He describes what happened when a student at the school brought a gun
in his backpack:
I can tell you one right now when we got the gun out of there, when Gardner had the gun,
the guy had the gun in his room. There was no fist fighting. We didn't have to do nothing.
Me and Mr. Wales took him into the office, told him to give us the gun. We had
relationships. You gotta build relationships. And he handed it out with no problem. And
that's what I’m talking about right there.
Mr. Grant informs me that the young man, who was already on probation for another offense, is
in jail and about to do some time because having a gun on school grounds is automatically
double time.
Role relationships play. Similarly, Ms. Hanan, too believes that the students want to be
held to a higher standard, which is her approach to disciplining students, as well as developing
relationships with the students. For example, she does not tolerate cussing or swearing in the
class. She admits there are times you have to pick and choose your battles. She clarifies her
position:
Sometimes you have to pick your battles. And, you try to address issues as they come
across. So, if a kid were to swear, I think a lot of times I don’t have to deal with it
because I have established relationships with them. Where they wouldn’t even give me
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that disrespect. So, it’s just the standards I set. I think a lot of them know that you can’t
call me the B-word. And, it’s not because I’m the authority it’s the respect. I’ll respect
you, but you’ve got to respect me. You can’t call me the B-word. I don’t tolerate that.
Ms. Hanan doesn’t just tell the students about her expectations of them, she also explains to them
why it’s important to understand that there are boundaries, because some of them are not aware
or have not been held accountable for poor behavior in the past:
You have to have some standards, and you gotta be able to explain to the kids, you know,
this is not right…You’ve gotta be clear and firm with your expectations. And, a lot of
times when a kid does ‘act’ out in class, a lot of times, some of the other kids will kind of
stand up for you. But then, that’s again, the relationship. You have to work on that before
you get all the other things.
Mr. Wales also speaks with me about the role his relationship with students plays when
he has to discipline them:
I’m going to always have the bar high as far as expectations. And, students know that I
love them like they’re my own. However, when they’re wrong, they’re going to be dealt
with accordingly. So, and that's and if you’re upfront with the students and you put your
expectations out there, as well as they know that you care and it’s in their best interests.
That even if the students get suspended, you know, there is still no love loss. There is still
that positive relationship that we have.
Pick and choose. Mrs. Ireland and Ms. Sofo also speak with me about the need to pick
and choose their battles when it comes disciplining students in class. Talking about some of the
inappropriate language students use at school, Mrs. Ireland tells me that is the least of her
worries when she’s dealing with multiple issues in class:
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We [staff] talk about the cursing. These kids have filthy mouths. Filthy mouths…But, it’s
not a battle worth fighting. I give them a warning, ‘Hey, watch your mouth,’ and that's
the end of it. But for a while we had this rule that if the kids swore we gave them a
warning, and the second time they were sent out of the class. I’m looking at it and I’m
looking at the kids in the class, and I’ve got one on his cell phone who’s not paying any
attention, and the other one who’s swearing, which one am I going to take care of.
Ms. Sofo makes similar comments about having to pick and choose what discipline issue
needs to be addressed first:
Sometimes there’s so many things going on in one class. You might have three situations
happening at one particular time. And, it’s like, okay, who do I go to? And, if I can, I
know Ms. Moon’s free it’s like, okay, I’m going to send you to go to talk to Ms. Moon.
I’ll send you to Mr. Wales or Ms. Hale, but let me take care of this here, right now.
Fine line. Ms. Moon, the school’s counselor, draws the line depending on what is really
happening in that moment. She expounds:
I’m a little stickler for language. If you’re expressing yourself because you’re having a
bad day, I’m okay with the language. But if you’re in here feeling like you just want to
talk like that, I don’t want to hear it. And, they get that…This is a place we don’t do that,
but if you’re having a bad moment and you want to swear, okay, you go for it.
Boils down to understanding when allowing students to use inappropriate language is productive,
for Ms. Moon. As previously mentioned, every classroom has a button on the wall that, when
pressed, alerts the office that there is an issue in the classroom. I ask Ms. Hale when does she
know enough is enough, and it’s time to press that button. Ms. Hale sums up her position on the
matter:
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For me, it’s not hard. For me, it’s about when is that student’s behavior impacting too
many other kids in the classroom. It’s not an exact science…They’re always learning.
That's the danger by the way. They're always learning, and so it’s what are we going to
try and teach them in that moment. I don’t love exclusion, but sometimes exclusion is the
right thing to do. Um, You’ve given up your privilege of being able to be in this class at
this time…It's a really hard thing. And we make mistakes but every interaction should be
about teaching and learning. And so, even if a kid is acting up and acting out, then in that
moment what does that child need from me, and sometimes that child needs for me to be
a hard ass.
Need for black role models. The topic of race also comes up over the course of my
interviews with staff members with regard to role models that are people of color. Ms. Hale,
talking about the need for students to have normative role models, says point-blank, “There’s just
not the opportunity for role modeling other than the staff, which is still, much as I love
everybody and I do, we’re still a little bit too White. We need to be more.” When I ask Mr.
Wales whether him being African American, the students relate differently to him than Mr.
Gardner, who is White, he states,
They [the students] often say that because in this building you have to remember there is
only three African American men, African American individuals period…As role
models, Mr. Grant, Mr. Ashton, and myself. The students look to us because, and they
look to other teachers as well, but we’ve been where they come from. We’ve been
through it. So, we’ve been living in the same areas as some of our students. Some of our
students come from the same background. So, they look to us for advice because we’ve
came from where they’re at, right now.
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Comparably, Mr. Ashton, strongly believes being an African American with similar life
experiences, the students can relate to him better:
Absolutely, me being Black, me being young, and I can relate to them…Growing up in
Detroit, like I said, I can relate to them. Because I was that kid at one time. So, I
understand their music, I understand the way they talk, and the language that they use. I
totally get it. So once they realize that, ‘Oh, you know, he really ain’t that bad.’
Mr. Grant, who agrees with Mr. Wales's and Mr. Ashton’s views, tells me, “Sometimes you gotta
bring in someone like me. I’ve experienced it. I can pick up on a lot. Other teachers can only
pick up on certain things. A lot of these teachers haven’t been through that.” Mr. Grant continues,
talking about the student population:
I just think that they’d probably relate to them a little better. You know you need to have
them because this is an alternative school this is what you get. You’re going to get these
types of kids that’s going to be very disrespectful and non-compliant. So you have to get
somebody in here that has already been through that because once they know that you’ve
been through it, then they’re going to be a bit more receptive to you. But they look at it as,
other teachers come here and they don’t care, they don’t know what I’ve been through.
So, they come in with an, us versus them, and that’s the mentality that I want to break
down because we don’t need that. We’re all here to help everybody out and that’s what
it’s about.
In the same way, Ms. Moon, speaking of a former female teacher, who is African
American, believes her being African American made a difference for the students, “I think part
of it was she was African American, she was young…She was just able to relate to them.” I
respond by asking Ms. Moon, if, in her opinion, the teacher being African American made a
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difference in her ability to relate to the students, she says, “Yeah, you know what, I wasn’t gong
to say it’s not important because I think it is important. I think that if we had more people of
color in here it would be helpful.”
Microsystem analysis. As the components of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems
theory and bioecological model of human development and Spencer’s PVEST model have been
discussed in detail throughout this analysis, and to avoid being redundant, only the staff
participants’ cultural awareness/sensitivity theme with respect to one component of Spencer’s
PVEST model, that of social supports, is addressed. Perceived social supports (i.e., good schools,
culturally sensitive teachers, engaged parents, small classrooms) are available help one cope with
stressful challenges by countering risk contributors (Spencer, Dupree, Cunningham, Harpalani,
& Munoz-Miller, 2003; Swanson et al., 2002).
Scholars such as Cross, Bazron, Dennis, and Isaacs (1989), Ladson-Billings (1995), Gay
(2002), Milner (2010), and Brown-Jeffy and Cooper (2011) have stressed the importance of a
culturally relevant/responsive pedagogy (CRP) that addresses the diverse population of
American students, and the need for culturally competent teachers.
Over the years, the definition of cultural competence and culturally relevant/responsive
pedagogy has evolved. Borrowing from the works of Gay (1994, 2000), Ladson-Billings (1995),
Nieto (1999), and Solorzano and Yosso’s (2000), Brown-Jeffy and Cooper (2011) provides a
conceptual framework for CRP that consists of the following five themes and associated
concepts: identity and achievement (identity development, cultural heritage, multiple
perspectives, affirmation diversity, public validation of home-community cultures); equity and
excellence (dispositions, incorporate multicultural curriculum content, equal access, high
expectations for all); developmental appropriateness (learning styles, teaching styles, cultural
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variations in psychological needs such as motivation, morale, engagement and collaboration);
teaching the whole child (skill development in cultural context, bridge home, school and
community, learning outcomes, supportive learning community, empower students); and student
teacher relationships (caring, relationships, interaction, classroom atmosphere).
Cooper, He, and Levin (2011) suggest teachers need to go beyond knowledge of the
educator-self, of one’s students, and their families and communities by way of professional
development activities; thus, teachers need to develop critical cultural competence. Cooper, He,
and Levin (2011) outline three specific areas of abilities necessary for teachers to develop a
critical cultural competence:
Engage in self-reflection about their cultural identities and experiences, and also in
critical reflection to surface personal biases and to form visions and beliefs that guide,
and even transform, education practices in diverse settings; biases and assumptions;
explore the cultural backgrounds of their students, families, and the communities and find
ways to negotiate their roles as teachers and administrators to leverage student strengths
and assets to maximize learning; and transform their individual practices in classrooms,
schools, and in other their local educational settings by using systematic, thoughtful, and
innovative practices and collaborations [sic]. (p. 3)
The staff participants’ awareness/sensitivity about the social, political and cultural issues
that diminish the quality of GEC’s students’ lives is evident in the narratives presented thus far.
In particular, the staff participants’ approach to discipline reflects the behaviors associated with a
culturally competent person. In 2002, Swanson et al. argued that the lack of cultural competence
in the research literature on youth of color, particularly ethnic minorities and African Americans,
was a major flaw. Currently, literature on the effect of culturally competent teachers on students’
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psychosocial well-being and academic success is scarce as well. A recent study compared 125
students in classrooms with culturally competent teachers (teachers who participated in inservice diversity training and were identified as culturally competent by the school’s principal) to
117 students in classrooms with untrained teachers in the same school suggests that students with
culturally competent teachers have broader and more diverse social networks than students in
classrooms with teachers that were not trained (Thompson & Byrnes, 2011).
In 1993, King (1993) pointed out that the limited presence of African American teachers
in the teaching profession in the United States was a serious problem confronting the education
profession and African American communities. Her concern about the rising numbers of students
of color populating the nation's schools, the escalating societal ills confronting students, and the
urgency for an increased presence of all teachers of color, prompted her to explore the reasons
posited by scholars that African American teachers are important. The following are just a few of
her many findings: the presence of African-American teaching philosophies and pedagogies
embraces perspectives and practices that affirm the importance of education and the relationship
of education to the academic, political, social, and economic success and advancement of
African Americans; at times, African-American teachers see themselves as being responsible for
educating African-American youth as one step in the improvement of the quality of life for all
Americans; academically and professionally successful African Americans, despite poverty,
racial discrimination, and the many social inequities facing them, attribute their success to those
African-American teachers and supporters who took an interest in them and provided them with
moral and political support; and African-American teachers are able to communicate with
African-American students "about the personal value, the collective power and the political
consequences of choosing academic achievement as opposed to failure” (p. 118). The following
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citation by King (1993) is one of her findings that speaks to the sentiments of staff participants
about the need for Black role models at GEC:
Positive role modeling and characterization are crucial for ensuring commitment of
minority youngsters to schooling. Without sufficient exposure to minority teachers
throughout their education, both minority and majority students come to characterize the
teaching profession-and the academic enterprise in general-as better suited to whites
[sic]. ... As the proportion of minority teachers falls, the perceived importance of
academic achievement to minority students also declines. (as cited in Loehr, 1988, p. 32)
Over 20 years have passed since King’s (1993) study, yet the need for teachers of color
still exists today, especially male teachers of color, according to Vilson (2016). Statistically,
between 2011–2012, 82% of the 3.4 million school teachers in America were White, and of the
18% of teachers of color, only 4% were men of color. During this time period, around 52% of
public school students were White and approximately 48% were of color (Vilson, 2016).
Ladson-Billings and Henry (1990), Howard (2006), and Milner (2010) all submit that the
color of one’s skin does not determine whether one will be a successful teacher rather, LadsonBillings and Henry (1990) argue, “Teachers who are successful teachers of Black students view
positively the role and use of African (African-American, Afro-Canadian, and Afro-Caribbean)
culture in teaching students and recognize that they work in opposition to the very school
systems that employ them" (p. 84). Howard (2006), too, maintains that no matter what one’s
racial or ethnic identity may be, issues of race, dominance, social justice, and educational reform
are a challenge for all educators. Milner (2010) also contributes to the discourse and contends
teachers of color do not automatically understand how to address the complexities inherent in
teaching culturally diverse students and, therefore, must also address their own positionality and
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how societal norms, expectations, and worldviews have been integral to shaping their images and
perceptions of themselves and others.
Section II: Summary.
As previously mentioned, the overall structure of Section II was specifically designed to
unfold in such a way as to create a mental picture and understanding of the complexity of the
ecological systems/bioecological systems at play in the lives of GEC’s students. In addition, an
analysis of staff participants’ emergent themes within the appropriate ecological
system/bioecological system through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and
bioecological model of human development and Spencer’s phenomenological variant of
ecological systems theory, along with supporting literature were presented. The intent was to
emphasize the connections between context, identity formation and developmental processes that
take place across the life course.
Conclusion
The overarching goal for this chapter was to present the staff participants’ narratives,
emergent themes, and analysis of emergent themes in such a manner that brought to the forefront
the enormity and breadth of contextual challenges/barriers GEC’s students and staff face on a
daily basis, and the cumulative effect one’s personal and historical experiences/events can have
on cognitive, social, emotional, and physical developmental outcomes across the life course.
Moreover, this chapter was purposefully positioned before Chapter 5, which follows, to provide
the reader with an understanding of the contextual circumstances that adversely impact GEC’s
students. In Chapter 5, the student participants’ narratives, emergent themes, and analysis of
emergent themes are discussed.
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Chapter 5: Student Participant Narratives/Emergent Themes and Analysis
The nine student participant narratives offered in this chapter provide a glimpse into the
diverse circumstances and distinctive personalities of each of these young men and women. In
the methodology chapter, demographic characteristics of the student participants that include
their gender, race, age, and living arrangements were identified. Through the narratives of
Marvin, Malcolm, Denzel, Kimberlee, Sydney, Charline, Luke, Langston, and Yolanda the
attempt is made to present their responses to the questions in such a way that the truth of their
words remains while at the same time communicating the special qualities each of these young
men and women embody. As in Chapter 4, the chapter begins with a model of the students’
bioecological systems that reflects the student participants’ emergent themes, in Figure 5.1, and
an illustration of the five basic components of Spencer’s PVEST that displays the student
participants’ emergent themes categorized as either student risk contributors/challenges,
protective factors/social supports, or reactive coping strategies/corrective problem-solving
strategies, in Figure 5.2, followed by Section I: Nine Student Participant Narratives and Section
II: Student Participants’ Emergent Themes and Analysis.
Model of Students’ Bioecological Systems: Students’ Emergent Themes
A model of the students’ bioecological systems is shown in Figure 5.1 below to provide a
reference for the analysis that follows. The figure depicts the various bioecological systems and
the associated staff emergent themes within the appropriate bioecological systems level.
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MACROSYSTEM

EXOSYSTEM

MESOSYSTEM

MICROSYSTEM
Students’ Experience of Mr. Gardner
Attributes
Approach to Teaching
Student
Race
Sex
Age

Other Teachers’ Approach
Students’ Experience of GEC
Size
Easier
Love/Like
Drama
Care

CHRONOSYSTEM/ACROSS LIFE COURSE

Figure 5.1 Model of students' bioecological systems: Students' emergent themes

Model of Students’ Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems Theory: Students’
Emergent Themes
A model of the phenomenological variant of ecological systems is shown in Figure 5.2
below to provide a reference for the analysis that follows. The figure depicts the various PVEST
components and the associated staff emergent themes under the appropriate component.
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Life-stage coping outcomes (5)
Unproductive

Risk
Contributors

Productive

Protective
Factors
Emergent identities:
Stable Coping Responses (4)
Negative

Positive

Net Stress (Engagement)
Level (2)

Challenges

Social
Supports

Reactive Coping Strategies: (3)
Corrective Problem-Solving Strategies
Maladaptive

Students’ Risk Contributors/Challenges
Other Teachers’ Approaches

Adaptive

Students’ Reactive Coping Strategies/Stable Coping Responses
Drama

Students’ Protective Factors/Social Supports
Staffs’ Cultural Awareness/Sensitivity
Experiences of Mr. Gardner
Experiences of GEC

Figure 5.2 Phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory: Students' emergent themes
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Before presenting the nine student participant narratives, this section begins with a
description of what I perceive as some of the salient personal characteristics and/or aspects of the
student participants’ lives in Table 5.1.
Table 5.1
Characteristics of Student Participants
Name

Characteristics/Aspects

Marvin

Cool cat
Artistic
Self-aware
Mom is role model

Malcolm

Lives in residential foster care
Sweet
Sensitive soul
Works with his anger

Denzel

Charismatic
Stable home life
Reflective
Questions society

Kimberlee

Outspoken
Vulnerable
Protective older sister
Works with her anger

Sydney

Quiet demeanor
Older student (19 years old) with no
credits toward graduation
Father to 11-month old daughter
A good person

Charline

Fun loving
Boisterous
Sickle cell disease
Religion is important

Luke

Tiring
Likeable
Sense of humor
Severe emotional pain

Langston

Thoughtful in manner
Shy
Haunted by father’s history
Likes things quiet

Yolanda

Friendly
A lot of struggles
Sentimental
Keeps her bad attitude in check
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Section I: Nine Student Participant Narratives
Marvin. There are two words that best describe Marvin: cool cat. There is an ease about
Marvin that radiates from within. He doesn’t seem to try to be cool or popular, he just is. Marvin,
a 17-year old African American male who comes from Detroit, lives with his grandma, future
granddad, mom, and his brother who also attends GEC. Marvin describes his family as “kind of
weird…[yet] super close,” drawn together by the loss of his granddad and financial hardship.
The combination of losing his granddad, the family’s financial problems, and losing their home
had a ripple effect on Marvin emotionally, which ultimately led to his expulsion due to an
altercation with another student from his former high school and staying out of school for a year.
He explains:
So, our family was just like heart broken and we was like in pain. And then financial
problems didn’t make it any better, so that cost us too, actually…And, I end up getting
expelled in that school because my mind wasn’t in the right state. I was dealing with
hardship and grieving but now I feel content in my life. I feel stable.
Thanks to his mother, even though Marvin was an infant when his father passed away, he
feels a connection to his father and takes solace in his mother’s words, which is clear by his
comment:
Yeah, happy when my mom actually told me that I remind her a lot of my father. And,
just them words being spoke out of her mouth, it was monumental. It stuck with me a
long time. And, this just ain’t something she said last week. She said it years ago. And, it
really stuck with me.
He is the content, self-aware, and reflective young man who has a passion for his family,
music, and poetry whom I have come to know. As we talk about his relationships, I learn that
Marvin has a profound affection, compassion, as well as respect for his grandma and mom. It
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was the impact of his granddad’s death on his grandmother that shook the family’s foundation.
He states:
When she [his grandma] started breaking down and releasing, I just couldn’t hold it back.
It started getting to me, I got them in my brain, you know, those memories, and those no
more…Without her [grandma] level minded, you know, the whole house’s brain is going
to explode.
Marvin credits his mom as being both a female and male role model for him, “My mom took on
both sides, disciplining wise, relationship talks; everything my mom went through, I applaud her
and I love her to death for it.” Though Marvin believes that his father is still a part of his mom,
he credits his mom and grandma for the fact that he turned out to be a pretty good guy. Because
of Marvin’s thirst for knowledge and desire to be successful and make his dad, mom, and
grandma proud, Marvin forced himself to go back to school. He explains:
I didn't want to live my life like an empty vessel. I want to hold something that people
don’t hold that’s why I’m so strong in my music…I feel, just to make my dad proud, and
my mom and grandma proud, I’m going to be successful in life, and I’m not going to fall
to my surroundings and be a product of my community. I can live in the worst conditions
and come out the most beautiful flower.
As evidenced by the previous passage, Marvin has a way with words and uses them
eloquently to express his feelings. Music and poetry have become synonymous for Marvin as he
learned to develop and utilize his talents such as turning his poems into songs. Luckily for
Marvin, both his former high school choir teacher whom he lovingly refers to as, “one of his
main mans,” and mentor, and Ms. Hanan, his English teacher at GEC of which he says, “Loves
her to death,” provided/provide a space that allowed him to explore and nurture his talents and
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relationships based on mutual respect and trust. Along with singing, Marvin also plays the piano.
He credits his former choir teacher as the reason he learned to play the piano. Playing an
instrument for Marvin began after receiving a keyboard for Christmas one year; “driven” to learn
how to play, Marvin taught himself to play one note at a time by using a book of chords. As with
learning to play on the keyboard, Marvin would spend his lunchtime in the choir room playing
the piano. Not surprisingly, Marvin, who admits to being a super artistic person, spends his
lunchtime at GEC in the art room, working on his drawings.
Marvin opens himself up to new things with gusto, seeing extra-curricular activities as
ways to explore new interests. Just the day before our interview, Marvin had learned that Detroit
Future Schools had accepted him into their program, an in-school digital media arts program that
he applied to. Needing to literally hurry down the hall to his English class, which was preparing
for the school’s Winter Festival, Marvin and I ended our interview quickly. I caught up with
Marvin later to find out what his plans were after graduating. It came as no surprise when he told
me he was planning to major in music and art at the University of Michigan.
Malcolm. Soon to be 18 years old, Malcolm, originally from Detroit, is of African
American descent. I distinctly recall noticing that Malcolm, like so many other young men at
Griffith Educational Center, always had the hood to his hoodie up and his earplugs in listening to
rap music whenever I saw him in the hall or when he came into class. There is innocence about
Malcolm that seems contradictory to his life experiences. Listening to Malcolm and the tone of
his voice as he talks about his life thus far, I know I could never begin to fathom what life is/has
been like for this young man or the emotional toll it has taken.
One of four children, Malcolm and his three siblings, all of whom are physically
separated by placement, have been wards of the State of Michigan since he was in sixth grade.
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When I ask Malcolm how he came to be in foster care he says, “It was my mom, she dropped us
off at my dad’s house, and then his wife called the police and stuff, then they was like, they was
abandoned and stuff like that.” Malcolm mentions he gets to see his sisters sometimes, and his
brother who also attends GEC, even though they don’t live in the same residential home.
Malcolm does have a connection to a couple of family members on his father’s side but only gets
to see his mom once in a while.
For Malcolm, moving around seems to be a way of life, both while living with his mother
and/or father, and as a ward of the state. Consequently, Malcolm struggles to provide a timeline
of where he’s lived and what schools he has attended. As a ward of the state, Malcolm has spent
most of his time going back and forth between living at Children’s Village and residential homes
and attending multiple schools. When I ask Malcolm what living at Children’s Village was like,
he explains:
It’s like a shelter. It’s just um, it's a just like this big old thing...I been there so many
times. It’s like, I’ve been at least 10 times…It’s like you go to a different placement, if
it’s not going good when you’re there then you go to a different one…That’s just a place
you gotta wait until they find you someplace to go.
The most stability Malcolm has had while in foster care has been his latest placement in
independent living with Mr. Grant, one of the school’s security guards, which has been just over
a year.
As our conversation continues, Malcolm tells me that he has always lived in residential
placement while in foster care. For a moment I am speechless, struck by the enormity of what he
is saying. When I ask how that made him feel, he states, “It had made me start looking at stuff
different, and like it wise me maybe, and know more stuff.” Hoping to understand what he
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means I ask Malcolm if he means “more worldly” when he says “know more stuff,” to which he
replies, “Yeah, cause I had to really do stuff on my own and stuff so it’s cause it was kind of
hard, like doing stuff on my own and stuff.” It soon becomes apparent by Malcolm’s comments
that under his calm exterior much more is going on. As Malcolm and I begin talking about our
class together during the school’s first term, I mention that I notice that at times he would come
in and do his work, while other times he seemed to check out. When I ask him if there was
something going on that would cause him to check out at times, he replies:
Cause I used to have a real, real bad anger problem…Yeah, that’s why just try to be quiet.
Cause it’s like still, It didn’t come out but that’s just why I’d just be like being to myself
and stuff, being quiet so, Yeah…But then it’s like when stuff just, something irritate me
and just get me like real mad, it start irritate me real bad so…I just put some music on,
put my headphones in to try and stay away from the situation so it won’t lead to nothing
else.
As well as being good-natured, it is evident from the RIP (rest in peace) tattoo on the
inside of Malcolm’s wrist that he is a sensitive soul as well. The tattoo is in memory of a friend
he lost, a young man who was shot to death. When he’s not in school, Malcolm likes to make
beats on his computer at home and in his uncle’s studio. Like many of his peers, he loves playing
basketball in the gym during his lunch period, watching television, and spending time on his
phone. He also likes to write music. Writing music for Malcolm has become his way of
processing his life experiences and observations “[Writing about] all the stuff that I went through,
stuff like that, or stuff I see.” Unfortunately, when I ask Malcolm if he’s spoken to anyone about
his experiences, he states, “Nah…I don’t like talking to people that much. I really don’t like
talking about that.”
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Malcolm is shuffled back and forth between Children’s Village and residential living,
moving in and out of different school districts, and the schools Malcolm attended prior to coming
to GEC have not provided the support he needed with his schooling. At the same time,
Malcolm’s records have been lost. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that the circumstances of
Malcolm’s life have negatively impacted his schooling. According to Malcolm, “It kind of put
me back in school because I’ve been going place to place and all my credits and stuff got lost
and stuff like that. It be like everywhere, so, it like gets lost and stuff.” Though Malcolm doesn't
go into detail, he does share with me that going to new schools all the time has been
uncomfortable for him.
For now, it seems Malcolm is in a good place in his life, he’s happy to be living with Mr.
Grant and attending GEC. Moreover, he only has 8-1/2 credits to go before he can graduate. As
for the future, Malcolm hopes to go to college and major in business and music.
Denzel. Sporting a Ralph Lauren polo shirt and Levi jeans and jacket when we meet for
our interview, Denzel, as always, looks stylish or “crisp” as the kids say, without spending
insane amounts of money for his clothing. Denzel is charismatic, has a great sense of humor, and
can always be counted on for a smile and a friendly hello. At 17 years of age, Denzel, who is
African American, is not the typical student at GEC. Unlike many of his peers, who come from
low-income families, are in foster care, on probation, or whose parents are divorced, incarcerated
or deceased, Denzel, who comes from a middle class family, tells me his mom and dad, three
siblings, and grandma, who came to live with them around three years ago, all live in the same
household in Griffith. Originally from the west side of Detroit, Denzel says that though the high
school he attended was a good school, his parents moved to Griffith in order to provide his
younger brother and sister with better schools.
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Life in his community according to Denzel is cool. An outgoing person, Denzel is a
popular student at GEC. Referring to his peers, he explains, “I’m like everything cool, you know,
like communication with all the kids and stuff. You know, I hang out with a lot of people,” some
of whom are friends that also came to GEC from Griffith. Other than hanging out or making
music with his friends, Denzel works between 15 and 20 hours a week at a local fast food
restaurant, which affords him some of the extras such as the name brand clothing he likes to wear.
It is Denzel’s honesty and ability to be reflective about his past priorities that reveal his
mature attitude about how he came to be at GEC. His experiences are common among teenagers
whose interests lie in areas besides academics. For Denzel, getting behind the first semester of
his 9th grade year, his desire to play football, focusing more on his friends, getting caught up in
peer “drama,” and the transition of attending a new school negatively impacted his schooling. He
explains:
My 9th grade year for my first semester, I kind of messed that up. So, my second
semester I got it together but I was still behind a little bit. I went to summer school got
most of my stuff made up but I was still kind of behind. So, in 10th grade I went to
Griffith and the transition it was like a little different. So, like I didn’t really put all my
time I was supposed to put in there, and I was playing sports too, and focusing more on
that more than I was focusing on my school work. And, I was focusing on people and
friends and stuff, you know all that good stuff.
Between the expense of summer school, which he would have had to pay for, and falling further
behind in school, by the second semester of his junior year, Denzel decide to come to GEC.
Unlike the majority of the students I have observed during my time in class at GEC,
Denzel was engaged in our class together, freely voiced his views and ideas, and portrayed the
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ability to critically think about the world and his experiences in it, and to make connections. This
is apparent during the interview as Denzel tries to articulate that at times he has felt that society
is trying to take away certain freedoms from youth today and expects youth to grow up too fast.
He can’t seem to make sense of why schools don’t allow cell phones, or make students wear
uniforms, which leads to a discussion on the pros and cons of school uniforms. I share with him
my experience on school board and some of the reasoning behind why schools might have
uniforms. This leads me to ask Denzel if he recalls our conversation in class the time he
explained to me what the term “cooking” means. On that particular day, I mention that he always
looks sharp, he responds by telling me that peers would be “cooking” on you if you weren’t
wearing the right clothes. He immediately noticed my puzzled look and explains that “cooking”
is when kids are talking about people. I suggest to him that sometimes having uniforms removes
that element for students, after which I echo his comment about society expecting too much from
youth today, to which he replies:
They don’t let kids be kids...You gotta think about the reason why people do that or talk
about other people [referring to cooking]. It’s kind of like a glorified materialism type
thing because, you know, America is like a capitalism country...With that being said, its
kind of like a reverse thing because you have people that probably don’t even have a lot
of money but buy expensive stuff, and they talk about other people. Then, you have
people that do have a lot of money, and they don’t wear expensive stuff like that, but they
don’t talk about other people. But then, everybody wants to wear the expensive stuff
because they want to look like they have money. So, then, it’s like people getting robbed
or killed, or talk about other people. So, they look at us as like we just mentally
dysfunctional because of these things. And then, that’s when like I was saying, they
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increase the security and everything. That’s like the main thing they do with the youth,
they increase the security and make you want to be a young adult.
As our conversation continues, we revisit his comments about the impact of materialism and
capitalism in America on American youth. We talk about the continued deluge of new products
on the market geared toward youth and the messages youth take from advertising about
themselves, to which Malcolm says:
I think they make people believe that if they had that stuff, it’s like a more importance in
their life...That’s what advertisement and all that commercial stuff is, you know, youth is
more susceptible to like indoctrination of stuff like that...So, you know that’s always
going to be like that.
Malcolm and I spend the rest of our time together talking about some of the things he should be
thinking about and getting done as he prepares to apply to prospective colleges. Wanting to be
involved in the field of sports in some fashion or another, Malcolm’s plan is to pursue a career in
something along the lines of a sports agent or business manager.
Kimberlee. Very private about her “business,” Kimberlee, whom I met while observing
Mr. Gardner’s class during the school’s first term, consented to an interview the very last day of
the second term. I was thrilled when Kimberlee agreed to be interviewed, because I was flattered
that she came to trust me enough to share of herself so that others may learn. Kimberlee, a White
18-year old, needs only one more class to graduate. Unfortunately, some of my first impressions
of her were that she was loud, flirtatious, and moody, and she came across as being hard. She
spent most of her time in class on her phone listening to music or watching videos. Yet, there is
vulnerability about Kimberlee beneath her loud, flirtatious, moody, and hard façade, if one cares
enough to take the time to look.
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At times, her emotions seemed raw, and she would tune everybody out and listen to
music or watch videos on her phone; other times her behavior seemed to waiver between childish
and mature. Over time, her rough edges seem to smooth away as I observe her within the
classroom and school setting and come to understand her better as I learn about her experiences
and plans for the future. Kimberlee has a good sense of humor, a core group of friends at school
she has fun with, and was one of the students who came to class on a regular basis. Even when
she didn’t seem like she was paying attention, she always voiced her opinion in class when she
had something she wanted to say, especially when the class was discussing the inequalities and
injustices that exist/existed in our society. It is during our interview that I gain an understanding
about her issue with anger, her sadness about the breakup of her family, her compassion for her
little brother, her insecurities, as well as her caring nature. Kimberlee describes herself as
generally being a really happy person, but she has a “very bad anger problem” that a lot of the
time competes with her ability to be happy. “I’ll be okay basically,” says Kimberlee, “It’s really
when I don’t get what I want or like things aren’t going my way. I just get like really mad.”
According to Kimberlee, just walking away doesn't stop her from being angry. Somewhat
confused by her own behavior, she continues, “I don’t know I just get mad and it doesn’t go
away.” In the past, Kimberlee took medication for her anger. Now, she counts to 20 and shakes
her legs, a tool her therapist taught her.
Of her family, Kimberlee says she doesn’t really have much of one anymore, “It got
messed up two years ago. So, we don’t really have too much of a family anymore.” After her
mother and father divorced, her sister moved to Australia, and her dad and one of her brothers
stayed in her hometown, while Kimberlee, her mother, and younger brother moved into the
Griffith School District. Even though Kimberlee recognizes that both of her parents are happier
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now that they are divorced, it is watching her little brother in pain that bothers her most, “I don’t
know, watching my little brother going through it is what’s hard, because I basically knew it was
coming…My little brother [who was ten at the time parents divorced], he’s upset about it still.”
Luckily for Kimberlee, she has a good relationship with her parents and sees her father on
weekends. Yet, she credits her father, who has struggled with drug addiction, for guiding her out
of making some “dumb decisions.” It’s her father’s honesty and ability to share his own
experiences that have impacted her the most:
The main reason I do not ever look at pills, I do smoke pot, I don’t look at pills, alcohol
or none of that is because…My dad told me all about the drugs he used to do. He told me
about how it ruined his life, about how he was homeless, about how he almost got killed
on train tracks because he passed out on drugs. He told me all this stuff and that made me
realize, no, I don’t want to do all this stuff.
Having attended the same school system all of her life, the transition to the Griffith High School
did not go well for Kimberlee. For Kimberlee, the differences between her hometown school and
GHS are like night and day, making it hard for her to transition to GHS, which is clear by her
comparison of the two schools:
Griffith High School is so much different than Taylor…Griffith was just really
judgmental, first of all, and there was like all one race, and you could tell that they were
really racist and then...There’s a few Jewish people but it’s mostly all white people. They
acted really racist, and they’re really high top of the line, like education…their average
GPA is really high and all that stuff. I couldn’t go from where way more laid back, and
they’re not all uptight, and they’re not that high of teaching, and then I went to Griffith
and it’s like everything changed, and everything was like super smart, and you can’t be
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tardy, and you can’t do this and you can’t do that, and then I failed out of Griffith so
quick [within two months] because I couldn’t do it.
Around a month or so after Kimberlee began attending GHS she says the school basically told
her to “check this school out [meaning GEC].” Comparing her hometown high school to Griffith
she adds, “There wasn’t as much rules and stuff…And they weren’t on you about your tardies.
And, this and that makes you fail, and…there wasn’t all these types of rules that just makes it
like a strict school.” Instead, she suggests high school should be a place they help prepare you to
become an adult. Sadly, though Kimberlee agrees that GHS’s tardy policy may be about
preparing students for life, she misses the connection both in her acknowledgment and when she
tells me that she recently lost her job at a local coffee place for being tardy within her trial period.
Not a shy person, Kimberlee says she made friends quickly at Griffith. Unfortunately, her
experience with friends was confusing and seems to reflect some of her earlier sentiments:
Even the people I became friends with, it was just like everybody in Griffith is kind of the
same. Like they have the same uppity-ness…I don’t know, there’s something about this.
Everybody that I became friends with, they all had something about me that just really
irked me.
As we talk about her experience in Mr. Gardner’s class, I mention to Kimberlee that I notice that,
unlike last term, she really seemed to buckle down and get her work done in class this term. She
agrees, and tells why she behaved differently during the school’s second term:
I had a lot more friends in that class…This term, I knew that I have to do whatever
because this was supposed to be my last term but I’m not sure if it is now. But I knew I
had to do whatever I had to do to pass all my classes because I had to pass every single
class this term to be able to graduate. That’s why if I don’t pass this one class I might not
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be able to leave.
Having recently switched a class, the likelihood is that Kimberlee will have one class to
complete during the school’s third term before she can graduate. Excited about graduating,
Kimberlee appears to have a realistic, well thought out plan for her future in education.
Recognizing that she will need to improve on her high school GPA, Kimberlee plans on first
attending her local community college in the fall of 2015, after which she hopes to apply to a
four-year college to pursue a career in nursing or mental health.
Sidney. Sidney exudes a calm, quiet demeanor, which is in sharp contrast to his peers at
GEC. At age 19, Sidney, who is African American, is one of the older students at GEC. I first
met Sidney in Mr. Gardner’s restorative justice class during the school’s second term. For the
most part, when he did come to class, he usually slept or had his head down with his earplugs in.
Other times, I would see him hanging in the hallway by the office on his cell phone. By the end
of the term, Sidney had only attended about a third of the classes and did not have any credits
toward graduation. Even though he rarely engaged in class discussion, Sidney was always
respectful, and he had a good sense of humor. From some of our one-on-one conversations in
class, I first learn about his 11-month-old daughter and that he lives with his mother who helps
him with his daughter. He works at least 15 hours a week, mostly third shift on weeknights, at
his local McDonalds. In contrast to his mother, his father has not been a part of his life, even as a
child. According to Sidney, he lives in a nice little area, with nice houses like the one he lives in
on the one side, and abandoned houses on the other.
For his age, there is a childlike quality about Sidney at times, especially when he is
talking about his daughter. His face and voice reveal an innocence and joy as he talks about how
much fun he has just playing with his daughter. At the same time, being a father, Sidney
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recognizes that he needed to make some changes in his life. He shares with me that he really
does not have time for friends anymore. He states, “I used to have a lot of friends but stuff
started happening and you know, I started separating myself from all the negativity. I just be with
my daughter a lot.” When I ask him why he thinks he doesn’t come to school, he states:
School is like so boring to me. That it make me not really want to. Sometimes I have
been coming because I know I really got to do it though but I just so boring thing and
then I be tired. I don’t really get sleep a lot with having to deal with my daughter, then
job, then school.
As we continue to talk, Sidney tells me that he wasn’t passing any of his classes this term.
As for the next term, Sidney plans on doing better because he is going to stop working so much.
Along with being tired and bored, I ask Sidney if he thinks there may be some other reason why
he hasn’t been coming to school. To which Sidney responds:
Yeah, I don’t even like school like that. Cause it’s like, to me, I feel like school, the stuff
we learn is so irrelevant [for his life]…Yeah, like we learn about, it’s good to know about
history but us learning that Martin Luther King did this or this person did that, where
does that help us in the future?
After we discuss the possible relevance of learning about Martin Luther King to a student’s life, I
ask Sidney if he believes learning about Martin Luther King is more relevant to his life than
learning about George Washington. It’s plain to see how bright Sidney is, as he makes a quick
correlation between Martin Luther King and George Washington, saying “I don’t know because
George Washington had a real big affect on stuff too. But, Martin Luther King did too at the
same time.” When I ask Sidney what would make school interesting for him, after some thought,
he explains, “Stuff that would help us. I don’t know what would really make school
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interesting…Another thing about school, like, the teachers don’t teach.” Sidney explains further,
giving me an example of what he means, “They don’t actually try to communicate or actually
stand up, and actually teach the lesson. They just like, explain it, slap a worksheet in front of you
[slapping his hand on the table to emphasis his point], here do that.”
Sidney describes himself as being respectful and a good person. Sidney states, “Myself,
respectful for one, because my mom always taught me, I was raised to be respectful.” After I
mention that he is always respectful, Sidney continues, “Yeah, I just know I’m respectful, I’m a
good person, just don’t try to play me.” Sidney also happily agrees with me that the amount of
time he spends with his daughter, when he’s not in school or working, is the sign of a responsible
father as well. Prior to attending GEC, Sidney was attending a Job Corps program to become a
dental assistant, where he lived on campus and could come home for weekends. Though Sidney
liked the program at Job Crops, he ended up leaving after about six month because as he says,
“you know, stuff happens” such as his daughter being born. Still wanting to get his diploma, he
decided that GEC was a good option for him. With regard to his future, after getting his diploma,
Sidney is “determined” to become a dental assistant.
Charline. Most days, Charline is boisterous, fun loving, and smiling and laughing as she
talks with friends in-between classes or after school. Then, there are days when she is quiet,
melancholy, and seemingly deep in thought. It is on just such a day as we sit down for our
interview that I notice Charline seems down. As I have become accustomed to, Charline speaks
to me in a soft, quiet tone, which signals to me that something is not right. On this particular day,
she is struggling with the loss of her grandfather who had passed away during the previous
holiday the month before. Charline is an 18-year-old African American, who recently returned to
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Detroit to live with her paternal grandparents. Close with her paternal grandparents, Charline
chose to come back to live with her grandparents in the Metro Detroit area.
Originally from Detroit, Charline moved to Chicago with her mother when she was 8,
after her father passed away from double pneumonia, a result of complications with his sickle
cell anemia. Along with the loss of her father, moving to Chicago was especially difficult for
Charline because of her close relationship with her paternal grandparents, especially her
grandfather. Charline speaks lovingly of her grandfather, who was a pastor and a positive
influence in her life, and mourns the loss of her relationship with him. For Charline, her
grandfather was the one person who has always treated her special, made sure she was taken care
of, and made her feel safe. According to Charline, her grandfather “spoiled” her with love and
attention, and “[she smiles] anything she wanted.” Even after she moved to Chicago, he was still
watching over her “He used to send me money there to like help take care of me…He was taking
care of me from here to Chicago.” Throughout her years in Chicago, Charline came back to visit
with her grandparents for every birthday.
Since returning to live with her grandparents, Charline has been working with her
grandma on the weekends doing home care for the elderly at a local senior complex. Religion
plays a big part in Charline’s life, too. With her grandfather gone, Charline’s grandmother
became the pastor of their church, which she attends weekly. Aside from work, Charline used to
spend her spare time with her granddad “I usually hang with my granddad but…now, I’m just in
the house.” She continues to reminisce about her time with her granddad and remembers fondly
her time with him and her best friend as well “She used to call him Pawpaw too...We was all
close. He liked her.”
Charline inherited sickle cell disease from her father. Consequently, since she was a baby,
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she receives transfusions approximately every three months. Of her disease, she states in a very
matter of fact way, “I don’t like it, but you gotta do it.” On one hand, Charline assures me she is
taking care of her health, while on the other, she tells me that she is supposed to have regularly
scheduled visits for transfusions but doesn’t preschedule them. She just goes when she starts
feeling bad. I recall just such a day; Charline was sitting on a counter in class and didn’t seem
well. When I asked her if she was okay, she told me she wasn’t feeling well because of her sickle
cell. It wasn’t long after she was out of school and in the hospital for a transfusion. Not
surprisingly, Charline’s schoolwork has suffered because of the amount of time required each
time she has a transfusion. She explains that after a transfusion, she is down for a couple of days
and then begins to move around until she gets her strength back.
Because of our previous conversations about her relationship with her mother, I chose not
to pursue an in-depth conversation with Charlene about her mother, other than when I asked her
about the tattoo on her wrist, which she informs me is her mother’s name. As we talk about how
she came to be at GEC, Charline mentions that, when she lived in Chicago with her mother, she
stopped attending school her junior year because she didn’t have any transportation. Instead, she
spent her time just hanging out. I come to learn that this is a sharp contrast to how she spent her
time while she was attending school in Chicago. While attending high school in Chicago, she
liked being involved. Charline played volleyball, softball, and was a pompom cheerleader. When
I ask her what made her decide to go back to school, she says:
It was the right thing to do…I got tired of being just at home, not doing nothing, not
going to school. And, I asked my granddaddy…can I move back and he told me yeah. So,
I just packed my bags.
Unable to attend the alternative education school in her home district, Charline attempted to
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enroll at Griffith High School, who recommended she apply to GEC. Charline happily tells me
that she got all A’s and B’s last term, which was her first term at GEC. Currently, she has 13
credits, just 9 credits shy of the 22 she needs to graduate. Planning for the immediate future after
graduating from GEC, Charline has already begun checking into local community colleges.
Charline’s intent is to begin her education at the community college level and then go on to a
four-year college where she could live on campus. Because of her relationship with her
grandparents, and currently working with the elderly, Charline would like to pursue a career in
elderly care. There is a smile on Charline’s face and in her voice when she tells me about one of
the elderly women she currently helps to take care of, who is 93-years-old, “I go clean up a little
and get her dressed, and just stay there with her until her daughter or son come get her.”
Referring to her conversations with her 93-year-old client, Charline says, “She likes to talk about
a lot [of different things], most of the time she likes to sleep.”
Luke. Luke is one of those tiring students whom you can’t help but like. He is overactive
and inappropriate at times, actually a lot of the time, but it seems most of it is just a ruse to get
attention and a desire to test one’s capacity to care for him. It is his sense of humor, quickwittedness, and at times charm that are most endearing. Most of the time in class, Luke has a
tendency to try and monopolize the conversation and act out. While other times, he is on his
phone listening to music or watching videos. Unlike his classroom behavior, during our
interview Luke is respectful, focused, and only looks at his phone a couple of times. Even at the
very beginning of our interview, Luke’s sense of humor is apparent. After I turn on my tape
recorder, he decides to record our “interview” too, saying, “I want to record this. You know what
I’m going to do?” as he pulls out his phone out of his pocket, sets it to record and places it on the
desk in front of him.
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Luke is a 16-year-old White male who is currently living in the GEC school district with
his grandmother and, until recently, his mother. His mother, according to Luke, stays at his
grandmother’s sometimes but was recently kicked out by his grandmother. When I ask Luke
about his family, he begins by talking about his uncle, whom he has a relationship with, “to a
certain degree,” yet, he only briefly mentions his father:
My uncle is a cop, my dad is an alcoholic, my mother is, well, my mother. She takes care
of the elderly. She’s currently unemployed but she’s probably getting a job soon. My
grandmother used to work at Carhart. Now she’s unemployed. My uncle Louie is still a
Detroit officer. Right now he’s working the auto show. He’s doing overtime; I think he’s
working 12.
Luke, once again, glosses over the subject of his father, when he responds to a question about
whether he has a relationship with his father, and talks about his brother. He replies, “Yeah, my
brother, he’s 22 years old, he’s got two kids, one girl, one boy, my nephew my niece with two
different women.”
In his spare time, Luke likes to hang out with his best friend, who is like another brother
to him, Luke tells me, which he refers to as “one messed up friendship.” When hanging out with
his best friend, Luke likes to do “illegal stuff.” He explains, “It’s just illegal stuff, it’s not like
stealing or anything. Going into property that isn’t ours, and whatnot. Like buildings etc, etc.”
Like many teenagers, sporty cars fascinate Luke and his best friend. He continues:
One of the buildings that we usually go into it’s got a door, it’s got a three story garage
that’s inside, they got a Lamborghini that me and him sat, yeah, all chrome
Lamborghini...Yeah, they have a Shelby Cobra, an original Shelby Cobra, and a Jaguar.
Along with admiring others’ cars, Luke and his friend like to walk around the local towns and
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railroad tracks, which at times leads to being chased by the police.
As the term progresses and I have more time to observe and listen to Luke in the
classroom setting, I come to learn that he has had some traumatic experiences and at times has
felt very misunderstood by his family, which has led to severe emotional pain for Luke. Though
Luke has mentioned both Crossroads for Youth (CFY), a court ordered program for youth, and
the Juvenile Detention Facility (JDF) during class time, as well as some of the dysfunction that
has occurred at home when he was living with his parents and brother, it is during our interview
that he fills in the blanks about why he was sent to CFY and the JDF, and how he eventually
came to be at GEC.
At 14 years old, Luke was arrested for breaking and entering and larceny, which was not
his first offense. Not wanting to return to JDF, Luke was given the option of going to CFY. Luke
refers to CFY as a second chance. Although the average stay at CFY is typically 6 months, for
Luke, it was 13 months. Unable to successfully complete the program, Luke was eventually sent
to the JDF. As Luke describes what being in the CFY and JDF is like, I learn that Luke has a
keen attention to detail. He goes into depth about the different probation levels at JDF, the
physical layout of the facility, the amenities, and the need to make friends. For Luke, the
experience at JDF was not as bad as what it’s made out to be:
The way juvenile works is you get breakfast–apple, cheese stick, crackers and then you
have lunch. Lunch wasn’t that bad. Lunch came before we could go outside and do stuff
or after. Usually it came after but um, their bread there was delicious and I learned how
to make it, because they would melt the butter down, like real butter, and they toast the
bread perfectly and then they doused the thing in butter, it used to be really good. And, I
learned how to make some really awesome sandwiches there because they didn’t give
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you a lot of food…They had a 42-inch plasma screen TV there with an X-Box 360
Connect, PS2 and X-Box 360 games, PS2 games…Every other day they had board games,
Uno etc. etc., you were allowed to do…Saturday [was a special day] we would watch a
movie of whatever we wanted to choose, you know of whatever staff member brought the
movies in. We’d be able to watch whatever movie we wanted to…If you were a lower
level you know, you were able to drink fruit punch, eat popcorn and watch a movie. You
were not allowed to play video games unless you were a higher level. Well, to be a higher
level you had to be good.
The only complaint Luke had about JDF was that there were no doors on the bathroom stalls.
Unlike his experience at JDF, his time at CFY did not compare. At first, Luke calls his time at
CFY hell, but after some reflection, he admits it was all right and that there were fun times, too.
What made it hell for Luke was all the “drama.” After Luke’s long-term stay at CFY, and two
weeks in the JDF, he was ready to move on. The difference between his behavior at CFY and
JDF, according to Luke, “I didn’t act a fool.” After which, Luke enrolled at GEC because he was
not accepted by GHS.
Later in our interview, when I ask Luke what he would like to do after graduating from
GEC, he informs me that he wants to go into racing. Once the door was opened, Luke spent over
seven minutes providing me with an in-depth description about the why and how of car racing.
What is captivating is not his description of car racing, per se, but how animated he becomes
when he talks about his tendency to drive at high speeds and the adrenaline rush he feels from
being in control when he’s “cooked the car to 125 and held it there.” He explains:
It’s fast, what it does is you got people out here that rob for that adrenaline, do drugs for
that adrenaline, rush, steal, run for the adrenaline, me, all it takes is a car and speed and
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that’s the adrenaline rush that I need. I think I’d be a good driver because I’m calm at
high speeds like that because I’m more so in control. You know how somebody zones out.
Well, I zone out but not to where I’m not aware of my surroundings, I zone out into my
surroundings.
Several times throughout our conversation about racing automobiles, my efforts to bring
to the forefront the dangers for Luke, his passengers, and others, when racing on public roads,
are quickly glossed over or rationalized by Luke. Even as Luke details some of the possible
negative scenarios that might happen, he reasons them away because he’s in control and has
thought out all of the possible scenarios, “I worry about it but I know I’m in control because I’m
predicting scenarios that could possibly happen.”
Langston. At 18 years of age, Langston, who is African-American, seems to always be
on the move whenever I see him walking in the school hallways or stopping by Mr. Gardner’s
class to say hello or get his jacket from the closet. Always pleasant, we often exchange hellos in
the hallway or speak a few words now and then when he stops by Mr. Gardner’s class. Yet, what
captivated my attention and desire to interview him was hearing his poem during one of Ms.
Hanan’s rehearsals for the school’s winter festival. The poem was a moving tribute to his older
sister who has always been there for him. During our interview, Langston is humble, somewhat
shy, and thoughtful in his manner with me.
Originally from Detroit, Langston, who lives with his mother and stepfather of 11 years,
moved to Griffith a year ago. Langston credits his mother with making sure he got what he
needed when he was growing up, and for marrying a man who would be a good stepfather to him.
He also points out that his mother made sure he got a second chance to get a high school
education, and she brings him to school every day. Yet, it is Langston’s father’s past that haunts
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him. In prison for life, Langston’s father, who, according to Langston, suffered from mental
illness, killed four people. As we talk about how traumatic this experience has been for him, he
tells me, “I wonder when I’m going to wake up from this dream.” As Langston has gotten older,
ruminating about what his father has done weighs on him. Langston is resigned to the idea that
this is just a fact of life for him, therefore, just something he will have to deal with. Fortunately
for Langston, he is able to talk with his mother and sister about his father.
According to Langston, he has a few “select” friends that he grew up with. He hesitates to
call students he is starting to make friends with at GEC, friends. In sync with my line of thinking,
he finishes my thought when I mention that it takes time to develop, he continues for me, “an
actual trust being friends with somebody, yeah.” Langston tells me that, after his home was
broken into multiple times when he lived in Detroit, he began to have a lot of trust issues with
people. Unlike his old neighborhood, where he felt somewhat safe, his new neighborhood is a lot
safer, quieter, and not as hectic, which is reassuring for Langston, “That’s how I want it to stay,
quiet.” Being the “quiet person in class” hindered Langston’s ability to ask for help when he
struggled with Biology, Chemistry, and Geometry while attending high school in Detroit.
Langston says, “I was the type of person like, even if I didn’t get the help, I would never say
anything because I was the type of student that never liked talking. I was the quiet one in the
class.” Not having the grades to attend a traditional high school, after moving from Detroit to
Griffith, Langston came to GEC.
When our conversation turns to what type of music he likes to listen to, he is
uncomfortable about telling me, he says, “I don’t know if I want to tell you.” After giving it
some thought, he tells me that he likes to listen to music by Hip/Hop Rap artists such as Wiz
Khalifa and proceeds to let me know, “It’s not stuff you want to listen to.” As evident by his
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comments, Langston cares about what others think about him and is considerate of my feelings
as well. I also learn that he has a sense of humor as we laugh together about our mutual
understanding of Mr. Gardner’s way with students, Langston expounds, “Even though he a cool
teacher but he weird at times a lot…He’s uses just the lamest jokes. That’s what makes it funny
though.” Along with agreeing with Langston about Mr. Gardner’s jokes, I also agree with his
assessment of himself, that of a caring person. Enthusiastic about his future after graduating from
GEC, Langston would like to attend a local Art Institute for a career in music production.
Yolanda. Though I had seen Yolanda around the school, practicing in Mrs. White’s
dance class, and performing at the school’s winter performance, it was through Mrs. White that I
was able to make a connection for our interview. Yolanda is an 18 year-old African-American
youth. The middle child, Yolanda lives with her mother and stepfather of 12 years. Her
stepfather, whom Yolanda calls Dad, has been a great influence in her life. She also says that he
is her best friend. Yolanda’s biological father is incarcerated and has never really been a part of
her life, even before he was incarcerated, but she has met him. Yolanda describes her family life
for me “It’s okay, it could get better but we all a family. So, we decided to stick together and not
let everything just pull us down…Cause there’s a lot of struggle…but we get through it.” One
struggle for Yolanda’s family is financial. As Yolanda’s mother is currently unemployed due to a
fall she had, the only income they have is her stepfather’s, who is an elderly care worker.
Another struggle the family went through was her stay in a girl’s detention center last year.
As Yolanda and I talk, she pieces together for me what was happening in her life the year
prior to attending GEC. At 17, Yolanda found herself in a girl’s detention center, which she
refers to as “jail,” taking some online classes and switching from school to school, one of which
was another alternative education high school. Not having enough credits to return to a

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

303

traditional high school, and for a reason she did not say, Yolanda, who learned about GEC from
a friend who previously attended, decided to apply. In response to my question about the reason
for her being at Children’s Village, Yolanda says, “I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
A painful time for Yolanda and her family, she shares with me what happened when she
intervened in a physical altercation her best friend of three years was having with some other
girls:
She got into a fight with these girls and…too many girls were trying to jump her at one
time. And I told them that that’s not going to happen because I’m there…I tried to break
it up but they thought I was like really fighting with them but I really wasn’t. I was trying
to break it up; pushing them out the way off of her…The police said she told them I had
the combination lock because she was fighting the girls with a combination lock.
Yolanda’s decision to have her friend’s back is a story I have heard students resound time
and time again while at GEC, even if it means putting themselves in physical danger or possible
trouble with their school or law enforcement. Devastated by the betrayal of her friend, Yolanda
says, “I was really heartbroken because I had went to jail for her…I was in there crying every
day. I cried all day, every day.” For Yolanda, Children’s Village was a “terrible place.”
Fortunately, Yolanda has worked with a social worker to talk about her experiences.
It is the sensitive, appreciative, humorous, and self-aware side of Yolanda that is most
endearing. Yolanda beams and speaks lovingly when she talks about her relationships with her
mother, stepfather, grandparents, and friends. Her mother and stepfather, who she says always
support her, were heartbroken for her when she got into trouble, “Her and my dad [cried], it was
the first time I seen my stepdad cry too…Like I was his own.” After recently losing her
grandfather to stomach cancer, whom she was very close with, Yolanda drew a picture of her
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grandparents to give to her grandmother for her birthday. Yolanda happily tells me that the
friends she has made while at GEC are all sweet sweethearts. When she’s not in school or
hanging with her friends, she laughingly refers to herself as a homebody and couch potato.
Yolanda also recognizes that even at times when she has a “bad attitude,” her dance teacher
continues to care and be there for her. Keeping her “bad attitude” in check is out of respect for
elders, something her mother taught her:
I try not to show it [her bad attitude] because my mom told me that, you know, I have to
respect my elders. So, I try to respect everyone who is there for me. Everyone, all that’s
around me…If they respect me.”
Now in her second year at GEC, Yolanda has 16 credits and is on the graduation list for
June 2015. Thrilled about her upcoming graduation and the future, Yolanda tells me, “I’m gonna
cry at graduation,” after which she plans on going to a local community college before going on
to a four-year college. She hopes to someday become a pediatrician. “I love kids,” she tells me.
Section I: Summary
To sum up the narratives of Marvin, Malcolm, Denzel, Kimberlee, Sydney, Charline,
Luke, Langston, and Yolanda, I share the following exchange between Marvin and I:
Interviewer: I notice that you have a good relationship with people. I watch you guys as
you’re hanging and I notice that you seem to know what’s going on but yet you keep.
Marvin: Distant.
Interviewer: Is there a reason you do that?
Marvin: Like a couple years ago I came up with this model that I actually live by now. I
only let you see what I want you to. You know, I could be a totally different person, like
I’m showing you what I feel you need to see, you know.
Marvin’s words struck me as profound when he spoke them. Like Marvin, I must confess that I
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may have represented the student participants in such a light that only reveals what I want you to
see. Nevertheless, I have strived to express the meanings and interpretations the students
communicated to me about their experiences and to be attentive to my personal biases, values,
and cultural perspectives. In the next section, the attention is on the emergent themes that are
grounded in the student participants’ narratives.
Student Participants’ Emergent Themes and Analysis
This section focuses on the three emergent themes and their sub-themes (categories/subcategories) that are grounded in student participants’ perceptions of their experiences in Mr.
Gardner’s class, their experiences at GEC, and their experiences of other teachers’ approaches to
learning. These themes and their subthemes illustrate the qualities and characteristics that for
Marvin, Malcolm, Denzel, Kimberlee, Sydney, Charline, Luke, Langston, and Yolanda made
their experiences in Mr. Gardner’s class, and at GEC, special. In addition, as noted in Chapter 4,
the emergent staff/student themes within the appropriate chronosystem, macrosystem, exosystem,
mesosystem, and microsystem levels are analyzed, respectively.
Students’ Perceptions of their Experiences in Mr. Gardner’s Class: Emergent Themes and
Analysis
At some point in each of the interviews with the students, I ask the students to tell me
about their experience in Mr. Gardner’s class. One theme emerges that is consistent with the
question posed: the students’ experiences of Mr. Gardner. For the student participants, Mr.
Gardner’s personal attributes and approach to teaching created a rare classroom experience.
Microsystem emergent themes.
Mr. Gardner’s attributes. Attributes students use to describe Mr. Gardner include happy
go lucky, fun, weird, not real strict, cool, caring, patient, and understanding. As previously
mentioned, Langston points out that Mr. Gardner is a “cool” but “weird” teacher who is funny as
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well “He uses just the lamest jokes. That’s what make it funny though.” What makes class fun
for Luke is being able to get his energy out, something he is unable to do in other classes. Luke
tells me, “It’s been fun. I mean, my grades are good in this class, and I can still dick around and
not fail.” Similarly, during my interviews with Kimberlee and Malcolm, I mention the fun and
laughter we had together in Mr. Gardner’s class, to which Kimberlee knowingly replies, “Oh yes.”
In agreement, Malcolm echo’s Kimberlee’s sentiments, “Yeah, that was a good class.”
Another attribute used to describe Mr. Gardner is caring. Langston’s comments about
how Mr. Gardner notices that he is quiet, and how Mr. Gardner really cares, best illustrate this
attribute:
I was the type of person like, even if I didn’t get the help, I’d never say anything, and I
really don’t because I was the type of student that I never really liked talking. I was the
quiet one in the class…The first year I was here, I was quiet a lot. Until I went to Gardner
class, and he really had me, and the ball start rolling on the work. That’s when I really
started doing the work.
For Langston, Mr. Gardner was the first teacher to show he cares, “As a teacher he does care
about the students though, I can say about him…I never had a teacher who really actually sat
down and actually helped or really cared like he actually does.” Mr. Gardner is also patient,
which is apparent by Luke’s reason for Mr. Gardner being a “pretty cool” teacher. He states, “I
like the teachers, especially Mr. Gardner, he’s pretty cool…He puts up with my shit.” When I
ask Luke if he has ever had a teacher with a similar approach to teaching as Mr. Gardner, he
takes the conversation in a different direction. What is key for Luke is that Mr. Gardner
understands that he is a teenager and that he likes to joke around. More importantly, Mr. Gardner
understands him:
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No. I’ve never been in a class to where I can be like f-you, go f-yourself, I’m about to go
get some F’n, you know, you can’t do that in a normal. He understands though that it’s
teenagers. He understands me…Right now, if you said F-you to a teacher in a normal
school you’re going to the office. You’re getting suspended.
Mr. Gardner’s approach to teaching. Mr. Gardner’s approach to teaching resonated
differently for different students. Some of the different ways students perceive his approach to
teaching include using laughter, being open to students, not pressuring the students, using
different teaching tools, encouraging and valuing student opinions and talking about what is
relevant and interesting to students, and asking students to critically think and dialogue about the
world.
Laughter. Yolanda and Langston both point out that Mr. Gardner’s teaching style is to
make the students laugh, first. Yolanda tells me, “Mr. Gardner, we laugh with him and then he
teaches.” Similarly, Langston says, “He’ll actually make you laugh before he helps you.”
Open. Along with laughter as an approach to engage and connect with his students, Mr.
Gardner is also open with his students. “I feel that Gardner um…He opens up to the students so
that they feel he’s not an enemy…I’m your mentor. I’m your teacher…Gardner he just explains
stuff,” Marvin tells me. It is Mr. Gardner’s ability to be open and teach without teaching that
Marvin attributes to his own awareness and learning:
Yeah, it’s kind of odd the way he does it, cause it’s so good. Cause it actually really gets
you motivated to learn about a lot of stuff that is around us. I mean you should be but you
know a lot of people is blinded by other things. And, he really opened up my eyes to
seeing that just by being understanding, opening up, talking to the students, and not being
a teacher. Being more like a mentor/friend.

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

308

Pressure. Malcolm and Luke relate best to Mr. Gardner because he doesn’t pressure or
push them to do their work. Malcolm states:
He don’t be like, really like bothering us to do the work, cause like, he know we gonna
do it and stuff. But he teach like a different way, he don’t be pressuring us, and stuff like
that, rushing us. The other teachers, some of them they be doing that stuff and that’s just
hard for somebody to work when they’re under all that pressure.
According to Luke, one of the qualities Mr. Gardner has down pat is that he motivates students
without pushing too hard, “Just understanding of the students, not pushing them to do the stuff
that they don’t want to do.” I dig a little deeper and ask Luke whether there are times a student
might need to be pushed a little bit, to which he replies, “I mean yeah, you always want to
motivate them…But there is a certain limit to pushing a student.”
Teaching tools. Kimberlee offers a different yet similar reason why Mr. Gardner’s
approach to teaching is less stressful and more laid back. More specifically, for Kimberlee, is Mr.
Gardner’s use of questions and chalk talk to engage students, instead of worksheets:
He doesn’t have worksheets either, he has like his questions and stuff, and his chalk talk
things, and that’s a lot easier. It’s more like hands on and stuff. Like you don’t have a list
of questions…Because when you get a worksheet it seems stressful. Gardner does it, he
still teaches and does what he needs to do but he makes it seem more laid back.
In addition to using questions and chalk talk activities, Mr. Gardner also employs a group
activity called “peace circle.” For Yolanda, this was her favorite activity in Mr. Gardner’s
restorative justice class. Yolanda remembers, “Like we did a peace circle, I loved our peace
circles.” Yolanda gives me an example of the kinds of topics discussed during a peace circle,
“We talked about everything…Like, if we got in trouble with a substitute, we talk about how we
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could have prevented getting in trouble, or we could talk about anything.” Yolanda and I talk
about our mutual experience in Mr. Gardner’s class having conversations about racial issues and
the messages that society sends. When I ask Yolanda whether she has had similar experiences in
other classes, Yolanda, emphasizing the word “no,” states, “No! All my other schools, we never
did the peace circle.” As our conversation continues, we talk about an activity called “chalk talk”
that Mr. Gardner uses as a tool for students to critically think and dialogue about societal issues.
Opinions, relevant and interesting. Mr. Gardner also encourages and values the students’
opinions. Denzel, Kimberlee, and Marvin talk about how Mr. Gardner gave them a space for
their voices to be heard. Denzel, who was excited about being able to talk about topics in class
that relate to his situation, explains:
He was touching on some important stuff that was really imperative to our situation [as a
Black community], where we at. So, it was cool to talk about that and communicate. And
people can let everybody else know how they feel about that. And, people can debate
about that. All that good stuff.
Similar to Denzel’s views, Kimberlee also speaks about having her opinions heard and
how different her experience in Mr. Gardner’s class is from other classrooms. Speaking about
her experience in Mr. Gardner’s class, Kimberley states:
I like that we have a class that like kinda lets us have our opinions and like talk about
how we feel about things and like the things that are going on. He doesn’t teach us about
the things that’s going on, he lets us have our opinion about like, you know, how like race
and stuff. Like the Ferguson stuff, you know, everything. I mean he does teach us it, and
then we have our own input. Like, we not run the class. But like we have our input in the
class. So, it’s more comfortable.

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

310

Sharing Denzel and Kimberlee’s attitudes, Marvin observes, “He explains things but then
again he wants your output on it. He will ask you what you think before he tells you what he
thinks.” Along similar lines, Luke points out once again that Mr. Gardner understands students’
situations:
I view it like he’s understanding that we don’t get to do this [talk about personal issues]
and whatnot. That we have a lot of family issues and home issues that we don’t like to
discuss so he allows it to happen. He allows you to say the things that normally other
teachers wouldn’t allow you to say.
Like Denzel, who appreciates the opportunity afforded by Mr. Gardner to talk about
subjects that are relevant to his life, Sidney, also recalls a class discussion he found relevant.
One time when we were in Gardner class, and we were talking about the government and
how they trying to turn Detroit into a White peoples city…And, that’s what it’s like.
When you look at it and all facts to it, and all the sides to the story, that’s what’s really
happening. They turning Detroit around, all these White people coming in here.
This particular discussion is significant for Sidney because he was originally from Detroit. In the
same way, Kimberlee when referring to Mr. Gardner’s class tells me, “It may not be what we
want to learn but it interests us.”
Charline found Mr. Gardner’s approach to teaching frustrating at first. Uncomfortable
with talking about race issues, which for Charline is personal, she expresses her feelings on the
topic, “I didn’t understand it at first, what point was he trying to prove.” I mention to Charline
that I recall her getting frustrated and not wanting to talk about racial issues in class, to which
she responds, “Right, because it was kind of personal.” Over time, Charline came to recognize
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that Mr. Gardner is asking students to critically think about their world, “I understand it now but
I didn’t when he was doing it.”
Gardner teaches. Comparing Mr. Gardner’s approach to teaching to other educators,
Kimberlee says, “Other classes are more like, I’ll teach you this, then I’ll give you the work. You
know, have a worksheet on it.” Sidney’s comments parallel Kimberlee’s when he describes for
me what he means by “teachers don’t teach.” He argues, “Like they don’t actually try to
communicate or actually stand up and teach the lesson. They just like explain it, slap a worksheet
in front of you, here, do that.” The opposite is true of Mr. Gardner, Sidney says, “No, Gardner,
he’ll teach.” Sidney whole-heartedly agrees that Mr. Gardner gets you thinking. In agreement
with Kimberlee and Sidney, Marvin notes, “Gardner, he teaches you…He makes you really want
to understand what’s going on.”
Critical thinking. During my interviews with the students, one of the questions that was a
natural progression from our conversation is whether being in Mr. Gardner’s class has changed
the questions students themselves might ask about something they see or hear in the media. For
Marvin and Kimberlee, Mr. Gardner opened their eyes to the role media plays in today’s society,
and the importance of asking questions, whereas, Luke and Malcolm indirectly answer the
question. Marvin’s and Kimberlee’s responses convey that they are able to critically think about
the world, and that they understand that there is a bigger picture than what media portrays.
Thinking out loud, Marvin puts into words the difference for him:
Before I had his class, I really didn’t look at the media, and TV, and the news and stuff
like that. Until he really brought it to my attention that a lot of things that’s going on, on
TV, is really meant for you to see. It’s um, like the police going crazy, even the people in
the communities going crazy. Like recently two cops was murdered. Just sitting in their
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cars and somebody came and shot their car. And, I’m like why? You’re trying to solve a
problem with violence. And, people don’t understand that violence is another problem.
So, um, I think like some of the civil stuff that’s going on in our community can’t be
fixed but then again it’s up to us to change as people before we even try to make change
to the community.
When I ask Kimberlee the same question, she emphasizes the importance of breaking situations
down and the importance of community, referring back to her earlier comments about race issues
and Ferguson:
Gardner like kind of expanded our thinking about things. Like now, you kind of think
more about like, what more of what happened, and kind of like breakdown situations
more. And, then think more of like the community. [Uses her hands to show
individuality] Instead of just [thinking about], this person and this person, what happened
between these two people? It’s more like, about what the community has put into it.
Mr. Gardner’s class is Luke’s first experience with a teacher who has asked him to think
about how media portraits youth today or to critically think about the world. In a tone that is very
matter of fact, Luke comes out with, “I mean, it doesn't bother me.” Yet, in another breath he
states, “Yeah, I like thinking outside the box, cause most people don’t. They want to think inside
the box.” Even though Luke’s response is different from Marvin’s and Kimberlee’s, the essence
of his answer is the same.
Yet, it is Malcolm who speaks volumes with so few words, shedding light on the reality
of education and society today. Not having had the opportunity to talk about racial issues in
society today is interesting to Malcolm, because there is so much to learn. Malcolm, like other
students, mentions that talking about something you have not experienced is difficult because
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they haven’t been in the same situation or know the history behind it. Malcolm and I discuss
some of the conversations we had in class about how media portrays youth today, which resulted
in the following exchange:
Interviewer: When we were in Mr. Gardner’s class together, we talked about a lot of
different things. Mr. Gardner asks questions about race and society. Did you like that?
Malcolm: I mean, it was interesting. It was interesting.
Interviewer: Have you started thinking about things differently or not really?
Malcolm: Nah, not really, cause it was like a lot in those. So, I just learn new stuff, but
yeah.
Interviewer: Is it tough when teachers ask what do you think about race? Is that a tough
question?
Malcolm: Yeah, it be like hard for me to answer you because like I don’t be in those type
of situations. So, it be kind of hard to answer it.
Interviewer: It is hard when you haven’t experienced that. When we were in class,
sometimes we would talk about how media portrays youth today.
Malcolm: Mhmm
Interviewer: And how it’s not always in a positive light. How do you feel about that?
Malcolm: It just be like, crazy to me. It just be crazy.
Interviewer: Like when we were talking about Ferguson?
Malcolm: Yeah
Interviewer: What did you think of that?
Malcolm: That was just, I can’t explain it. But, it is just like, what’s the world coming to?
That’s what I was just thinking.
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Microsystem analysis. Proximal processes, as conceptualized by Bronfenbrenner and
Ceci (1994), Spencer and Harpalani (2004), and Spencer (2008), provide a unique lens from
which to understand the significance of the student participants’ perceptions about their
experience of Mr. Gardner and experience of GEC. Recall that, at the microsystem level,
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of human development, or Process-Person-Context-Time
(PPCT) research design model, is comprised of four defining properties that include process,
person, context and time, and that Process or proximal processes, are particular forms of
interaction between a human organism and environment that operate over time and function as
the engines of development, also that the form, power, content and direction of proximal
processes to influence development, however, can vary substantially as a function of the
characteristics of the developing Person (2), of the immediate and distal environmental Contexts
(3), and of periods of Time (4) in which the proximal processes take place. Because proximal
processes play a distinctive role in human development, it is imperative to differentiate between
those features of the environment that foster versus interfere with the development of proximal
processes, one of which is human relationships (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). As
hypothesized by Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994), proximal processes are the mechanism by
which genetic potentials for effective psychological functioning are actualized. More specifically,
the power of proximal processes is presumed to lead to particular kinds of developmental
outcomes that include the following: differentiated perception and response; directing and
controlling one's own behavior; coping successfully under stress; acquiring knowledge and skill;
establishing and maintaining mutually rewarding relationships; and modifying and constructing
one's own physical, social, and symbolic environment.
Proximal processes are also emphasized in the work of Spencer and Harpalani (2004) and
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Spencer (2008), whose PVEST model defines proximal processes in the same way as
Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994), Bronfenbrenner and Evans (2000) and Bronfenbrenner and
Morris (2006). Spencer and Harpalani (2004) and Spencer (2008) theorize that proximal
processes are the link between net vulnerability (balance between risk contributors versus
protective factors) and net stress engagement (balance between social supports versus
challenges). As discussed in Chapter 4, perceived social supports available (i.e., culturally
sensitive teachers) help one cope with stressful challenges by countering risk contributors
(Spencer et al., 2003; Swanson et al., 2002). Thus, the student participants’ perceptions about
their experiences of Mr. Gardner have the potential to foster the development of proximal
processes and may also serve as a perceived social support, which, in turn, can offset new
stressors they encounter.
Results of recent studies by Wallace and Chhuon (2014) and Wang and Eccles (2012)
support the foregoing conceptualizations of proximal processes and perceived social support.
Grounded in the premise that learning and development are fundamentally relational processes,
Wallace and Chhuon (2014) hypothesized that proximal processes and engagement/disaffection
operate within the classrooms and enhance conceptualizations of being known (a component of
sense of belonging formed phenomenologically through the dynamic experiencing of relational
structures, particularly with teachers), and that adolescents’ perceptions of being known can
mediate the proximal processes experienced and engagement/disaffection orientations for urban
youth of color. To test their hypothesis, they conducted a qualitative study with 28 urban youth
of color from two urban high schools in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania and two youth development
programs in Saint Paul and Minneapolis, Minnesota. The study specifically examined the ways
in which the students perceived and experienced teachers’ instructional practices (engaging,
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positive, educationally significant adolescent-adult relationships), within the proximal processes
of urban high school classrooms, shape engagement and disaffection orientations in urban
classrooms. The following three themes and associated engagement/disaffection orientation
characteristics emerged that supported their hypothesis: feeling heard in class (attuned following
student leads and considering of student input/ ignoring or overpowering student voice); taking
students seriously (providing the benefit of the doubt to students and authentically including their
experiences into the instruction/applying stereotypes to students or rejecting of student
perspectives); and going all in (uninhibited, enthusiastic, and sustained focusing on connecting
with students and course materials//inconsistent or absent committing to student relationships or
learning).
An ongoing longitudinal study of 1,473 students from 23 schools in a single large and
ethnically diverse county near Washington, DC. on the effects of perceived teacher, family, and
peer social support on school engagement (i.e., school compliance, participation in
extracurricular activities, school identification, and subjective valuing of learning) demonstrated
that perceived social support from both teachers and parents is an important buffer (protective
factor) against the general declines in school engagement found during the secondary school
years, and that most adolescents continue to be influenced substantially by their teachers and
parents (Wang & Eccles, 2012). However, peer social support was negatively associated with
school compliance. Wang and Eccles (2012) further concluded that proximal processes, in the
form of interpersonal relationships and social support, and available resources during the process
of development seem to influence school engagement.
Another study by Daly, Shin, Thakral, Selders and Vera (2009) investigated how the
effects of risk factors (perceived neighborhood crime/delinquency problems, neighborhood
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incivilities) and protective factors (teacher support, family support, peer support) impact school
engagement. Study participants included 123 urban adolescents of color in the 7 and 8 grades,
who attended public elementary/middle schools in a large Midwestern city. Students in the
sample self-identified as follows: 59% Latino/a; 12% African American; 9% Asian American,
1% Native American, and 20% biracial or members of other racial and ethnic groups. Contrary
to Daly et al.’s, (2009) expectations, they found that different levels of perceived social support
(teacher, family, peer) did not alter the effects of risky neighborhood conditions on adolescents’
perceived school engagement. Although they did find that for younger children, perceived family
social support significantly modified the relationship between the level of school commitment
and engagement, and perceived neighborhood crime on adolescents’ reported levels of school
engagement.
Students’ Perceptions of their Experience at GEC: Emergent Themes and Analysis
Another objective was to learn from student participants about their experience of GEC.
Once again, the question posed is consistent with the emergent theme: the students’ perceptions
of their experiences at GEC. Four sub-themes surfaced among the students’ responses to what
their experience is like at Griffith Educational Center, which include the impact a smaller school
has on students, the work load at GEC is easier, that they love/like GEC with the exception of the
drama, and that school staff members care about the students.
Microsystem emergent themes.
Size. The first thing the majority of the students tell me when I ask how GEC is different
from the other schools they have attended is that GEC is smaller. Smaller for the students is more
than just a “nice size school,” as Malcolm calls it. Being a smaller school with smaller classes
impacts their relationship to the school, the students’ ability to learn, and their relationships to
their teachers. Kimberlee associates having less people with getting the help she needed when
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there was an issue with her being able to be at the school on time, “They help. They like pay
more attention to individually what people need. And, there are less people so it’s easier to be
able to pay attention to specific people.” The school being a lot smaller provides Marvin a place
where he can get an education and still have fun. “You know, it’s small enough for me to get
where I want to be. Graduate, and um get through, and have fun,” Marvin tells me. Yolanda
equates having fewer students with having the time to communicate better with the teachers,
“Here you got time. You can communicate better with them because there’s less kids in the
classroom. It’s just easier. It’s just better communication.” Denzel has similar feelings:
It’s smaller. So, it’s easier to absorb information…I think it’s a better connection with the
teacher. Because I think that the teachers at like Griffith, if you wasn’t going along with
the program, you kind of got left behind. And, they didn’t give you enough time to catchup. And, here you got time. You can communicate better with them because there’s less
kids in the classroom. It’s just easier. It’s just better communication.
Langston, on the other hand, describes GEC as “more contained” than the school he previously
attended. As such, “The classrooms are small and I can actually focus a lot more.”
Easier. Easier, is another adjective some of the students use to describe their experience
at GEC. Easier to Denzel, correlates with workload, “The only thing that's easier is the workload,
not the subject matter.” In contrast, everything at GEC is easier compared to the traditional
school Luke has attended, “Grades are easier to get in this school. Work’s easier. Graduate
quicker…Concepts are easier. Credits are easier to get.” Sharing Luke’s opinion, Charline says,
“The education part is easy, I’m smart. I like to do work. I like learning and things.” Kimberlee
gives an altogether different reason why being at GEC makes her life easier:
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Like, the homework thing. I’m so glad about the homework that they don’t have
homework…All throughout high school was the number one thing that made me fail
because I never ever, ever do homework. Like, I go home and I check out. Like, I’m done.
I look at my homework for five minutes, but I just can’t do it. And, so, they don’t have
homework here and they even explain that they don’t see homework as part of, what’s
that going to teach you is that you still have to go home and work or whatever.
Love/like and drama. Another consensus among the majority of the students is that they
love/like being at GEC, and they love/like all the teachers, with one exception, all the drama.
Only one student, Sidney, who at 19 years is the oldest of the students I interview, was just all
right with being at GEC, “It’s all right. There’s just some childish people in here though.” Sidney
gives me an example of what he means by childish, “All the drama. There be so much drama and
gossip, but I walk past people who gossiping all day. You know, I mind my business.” I agree
with Sidney, commenting that I notice he keeps to himself, “Yeah, they don’t got nothing to do
with me, tripping and stuff.” The issue for Sidney is that all of the childish behavior takes the fun
out of being at GEC. Charline and Yolanda are also bothered by the drama at school.
Talking about her experience at GEC with the other students, Charline tells me, “It's a
battle…It’s just the students. They come from different areas. They older, some of them
younger…Some of them keep up drama.” Drama from outside the school also follows Charline
into the school:
Something happened outside the school and then they bring it in the school. Just caught
up in it…Talk to the wrong people. You think some people are your friends and they’re
not. And, they go running off telling another person. And, they tell another person. And,
it just gets around.
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Likewise, Yolanda has strong feelings about the drama at school, “I came here and I love GEC,
but not the students in it…There’s so much drama.” Yolanda describes what she means by drama,
“Drama like, he say, she say things. Rumors, things that’s not true, that could be true. But, you
know, people just don’t know how to mind their own business.”
Care. Of all the different ways the students describe their experience at GEC, first and
foremost, is that the staff members care. For some of the students, this is the first time they have
ever felt that teachers cared. Kimberlee talks about how her experience at GEC is different from
her former school:
They’re definitely more understanding, and more caring. Like they care about every
single person’s individual situation. Like, for example, my ride situation. They’re not
going to say, sit here like everybody that’s a half -hour late, it’s okay because you
probably have an issue. But, instead they specifically talk to me and they understand why
I’m late every single day. And they put me in a class that will accept that more instead of
you know, saying, that’s gonna make you fail so get here on time. When it’s literally
impossible for me to get here on time. So, I get here at 8:30. Instead of like you know, me
getting in trouble for it or it affecting my grade or anything, they just put me in a different
class. They help. They like pay more attention to individually what people need.
Marvin alludes to caring without actually saying the word, “The teachers here, I can
actually say take their time when it comes to teaching. They think about what point they want to
get across.” Malcolm also talks with me about how different his experience at GEC has been
from other schools and with other teachers. The following dialogue is a continuation of our
conversation about how being in foster care for the past six years and moving from school to
school has impacted his schooling.
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Malcolm: Yeah, cause I had to really do stuff on my own. It’s cause it was kind of hard,
like doing stuff on my own.
Interviewer: Who was helping you with your schoolwork?
Malcolm: Right, nobody has.
Interviewer: When you were in the different schools did any of the schools give you
support to help you with your schooling, since you've been pushed from place to place?
Malcolm: No, this was the only school that did really.
Interviewer: This is different from every other school?
Malcolm: Yeah
Interviewer: Tell me about what it’s like here for you.
Malcolm: I like being here. Like it ain’t too many people. It’s a nice size school. Yeah,
we got some teachers that really care and stuff, so it’s good.
Interviewer: Did ever feel you had teachers that really cared before?
Malcolm: Shakes his head no.
Malcolm’s silence when he shakes his head no, says it all. I ask Malcolm if the school offers
tutoring for the students, to which he replies, “No, the teachers, they stay after school and they
do that.”
Griffith Educational Center, in Charline’s estimation, is better than a traditional high
school. She explains why:
They break stuff down in like a better way than a regular high school. [In the traditional
high school if] you don’t understand it, they just keep going with the lesson…This school,
they let you break it down, and they stop for a minute to help you understand what they
talking about…They care about people’s education here.
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Yolanda’s words show how caring staff at GEC is, also:
The teachers here at GEC, they really pay attention. They really talk to you one on one.
They don’t show favoritism. They teach and treat each student equally. Yeah, the
teachers they work with you completely. Like, all my teachers sit down, cause I thought I
wasn’t going to graduate this year, but I talked to each one of my teachers and they told
me that I can do this to graduate, I can do that.
Langston’s experience at GEC is also better than his former traditional high school. He states,
“It’s better than it was at Start because the teachers actually help me.” The teachers at GEC care,
“They do, a lot,” which makes all the difference for Langston. The difference is also evident in
Langston’s actions. I mention to Langston that he seems to like being at GEC; responding, he
tells me, “Pretty much…And, the surprising thing is, I don’t ever miss a Friday. I actually come.”
What makes the former statement relevant is that Friday is a half-day for students at GEC.
Subsequently, students have a tendency to not attend classes on Fridays for varied reasons.
Microsystem analysis. Analogous to the student participants’ perceptions about their
experience of Mr. Gardner, the student participants’ perceptions about their experience of GEC
also have the potential to foster the development of proximal processes and could serve as a
perceived social support, which, in turn, can offset new stressors they encounter. However, there
was one exception, the student participants’ perception about the drama (peer conflict) they
experience with their peers at school. Conflict with peers may function as a challenge, thereby
countering perceived social supports. Once again, I suggest that proximal processes as
conceptualized by Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994), Spencer and Harpalani (2004), and Spencer
(2008) (see detailed discussion above), and Spencer’s PVEST model as theorized by Spencer et
al. (2003) and Swanson et al. (2002) (see Chapter 4 for detailed discussion) can enhance our
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understanding of the impact of the student participants’ perceptions about their experience of
GEC on development. More specifically, drama, from a PVEST perspective, can be described as
a corrective problem solving strategy employed by the students to resolve the stress and
dissonance in their lives (see Chapter 4 for detailed discussion).
The student participants’ perceptions about their experience of GEC, in general, suggest a
positive school environment. Unfortunately, there is limited research that considers the school
environment as a protective factor or the effect of the school environment on positive outcomes
(Van Ryzin, 2011). To address the gap in the literature, Van Ryzin (2011) conducted a shortterm longitudinal study guided by self-determination theory and hope theory to investigate
adolescent perceptions about the school environment (i.e., autonomy, belongingness,
competence), engagement in learning, hope, and academic achievement. The sample of the study
involved 423 students, of which 77.6% were White, and 30.9% qualified for free and reducedprice lunch. Based on participants’ self-report data, Van Ryzin (2011) concluded that the school
environment has the potential to be a significant source of protective factors that can both
promote healthy adolescent development and enhance school performance. In this instance,
protective factors include: autonomy (the amount of choice and opportunity for self- regulation
while learning); belongingness (the amount of support available from teachers and peers); and
competence (the school’s efforts to recognize effort, treat all students fairly, and evaluate each
student individually instead of in comparison to others). These findings underscore the school
environment as the link between engagement in learning and more positive perceptions of
autonomy and belongingness, which, in turn, are linked to change in academic achievement and
hope over the span after one year.
Conversely, research has shown ample evidence of the protective effects of a positive
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school environment on disadvantaged students’ psychosocial competence (Becker & Luthar,
2002). For example, a recent study by Tamasova and Barova (2011) sought to identify to what
extent school satisfaction (i.e., subjective interpretation of the school climate) influenced the
level of students’ resilience. Tamasova and Barova (2011) define resilience as, “An individual’s
capacity to recover, adapt, and keep mental balance and normal functioning when exposed to
significant adversity” (p. 19). The study sample was recruited using a convenience sample of 320
students in the 10 and 11 grades, who were from one of three secondary grammar schools in
Slovakia, a private school in Bratislava, a religious school in Ilava District, and a public school
in Pezinok District. These specific regions of Slovakia were selected because of the differences
in lifestyle in various parts of Slovakia and the number of risk factors to which students are
exposed. A positive school climate, Tamasova and Barova (2011) posit, is characterized by
loyalty, trust, support, dynamics, expectations, communication, and the quality of relationships
inside the school. The most significant finding, according to Tamasova and Barova (2011), is the
relationship between the student’s resilience level and his/her perception of the school climate,
meaning the quality of relationships in school, acceptance by other members of the community,
student satisfaction, and safe school environment. Students with a low level of resilience
regarded school climate more negatively as compared to students with average to high levels of
resilience. The importance of this finding relates to the protective effect a positive school
environment can have on a student’s level of resilience.
As previously mentioned, the one issue the students had with their experience of GEC
was the drama (peer conflict) among students. Scant research is available on what the student
participants refer to as drama. The Urban Dictionary (2016) provides two definitions that offer
some insight into what the terms “high school drama” and “drama” are slang for:
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High school drama, the drama between people at high school which people seem to
create around themselves just to have a bit of action in their lives. High school drama is a
phrase used to ridicule this [sic].
Drama, something women and especially teenage girls thrive on. Consisting of any
number of situations that have an easy solution, which would bring a fairly good outcome,
but these girls choose another, shitty, bad way to deal with it, again consisting of
backstabbing, blackmailing/gossiping/betraying their friends [sic]. (Urban Dictionary,
2016)
One recent ethnographic study by Marwick and Boyd (2014), that uses interview data
collected from 2006–2011, explored how American teenagers conceptualize the term drama, the
relationship between drama and social media, and the implications drama has for understanding
contemporary teenage conflict. The authors conducted 166 semi-structured interviews with a
diverse group of male and female participants from 17 states, who ranged in age from 14 to 19
years. Two sets of interviews, two focus groups that focused on drama with a convenience
sample of three female participants in the Boston area in 2011, and online and offline participant
observation were used to collect data. The first set of interviews included participants from 14
states, during 2006–2009, and focused on the general use of social media (i.e., Facebook, Twitter,
MySpace, and Formspring profiles). The second set of interviews included participants from five
states, during 2010–2011, and was concept-driven (two emergent themes from the first set of
interviews: bullying and privacy). Based on their analysis, Marwick and Boyd (2014) identify
several components of drama that reveal its complexity: drama is social and interpersonal, about
other people and relationships, and intrinsically involves conflict; drama is performative, in that
participants are aware that they are in front of others, and often strategically act to appeal to their
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peers therefore, it involves an active, engaged audience; social media plays a critical role in how
drama is constructed in contemporary teen life, such as intensifying the performative aspect of
interpersonal conflict; and drama incorporates a spectrum of seriousness such as joking, talking
trash, and serious anger. Marwick and Boyd (2014) also found that, although drama resembles
other social processes such as gossip, bullying, and relational aggression, the teenagers were
unable to differentiate one from another; and that teens use drama to distance themselves both
from entertaining situations and events that cause serious emotional pain. The all-female focus
groups revealed that drama reinforces the conventional gendered norms of highs school, thereby
perpetrating the systemic undervaluing of feminine subjects and re-inscribing heteronormativity.
Marwick and Boyd (2014) concluded with the following definition of drama as “Performative,
interpersonal conflict that takes place in front of an active, engaged audience, often on social
media” (p. 1191).
Along similar lines, Laursen, Hartup, and Koplas (1996) argue that conflict is neither
good nor bad but functions as a form of social interaction that arises in all relationships and has
the potential to be constructive as well as destructive. Conflicts and their management (conflict
management styles), Laursen, Hartup, and Koplas (1996) maintain, are central issues in the
formation and functioning of interpersonal relationships between children and other children.
Conflicts differentiate friends from nonfriends and facilitate social problem-solving among close
friends. An extensive review of the research literature, within a social relational framework, that
integrates social exchange equity and emotional investment theories, by Laursen, Hartup, and
Koplas (1996), yielded a detailed analysis of the research on the social interactions between
close peers (friends). The following are just a few of their findings: the rewards of exchanges
with close peers must exceed its costs, subsequently, conflict often indicates the presence of
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perceived inequity within relationships (imbalance in interaction rewards and costs); anger is
often provoked, but steps are taken to replace it with positive affect, thereby preserving
emotional investment and favorable reward-cost balances; inequity is evidenced by the
oppositional behavior displayed by those involved attempting to redress perceived disparities;
and conflicts represent critical interaction junctures that can either improve relations and
understanding among participants, hinder further rewarding interactions, or may be irrelevant to
the functioning of a relationship. While in contrast, conflict management styles in other
relationships (i.e., parents, siblings, acquaintances, classmates) reflect power differentials and
personal gain (Laursen, Hartup, & Koplas, 1996).
Laursen and Hafen (2010) concur and argue that the consequences of conflict for
individuals depends on its frequency, the way in which it is managed, and the quality of the
relationship in which it arises. One of the characteristics Laursen and Hafen (2010) use to define
conflict is the view that conflict involves disagreement, which is manifest in incompatible or
opposing behaviors or views. Moreover, conflict is differentiated from related constructs such as
aggression, dominance, competition, and anger that could arise during a conflict, but they are
neither necessary nor defining features. According to Laursen and Hafen (2010), three prevalent
patterns have been identified in the research literature: coercive conflicts (negative affect,
coercive tactics, power assertive resolutions, and unequal or unfavorable outcomes), constructive
conflicts (neutral or positive affect, cooperative tactics, negotiated resolutions, and equal or
favorable outcomes), and unresolved conflicts (vary in terms of affect and tactics but are similar
in that they involve disengagement without a clear resolution or outcome).
Theories describing detrimental aspects of conflict abound, Laursen and Hafen (2010)
assert. Conflict is stressful, especially coercive conflict, which includes negative affect, coercive
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tactics, power assertive resolutions, and unequal or unfavorable outcomes. Of these, negative
affect is the primary source of stress arising from conflict. Externalizing problems, internalizing
problems, and stress and its health consequences are just some of the detrimental aspects of
conflict. At the same time, there is some evidence to support the contention proposed by some
scholars that conflict promotes well-being, such as enhanced autonomy and individuation, and
improved social skills and social cognitive abilities (Laursen & Hafen, 2010).
In contrast to the numerous studies that have examined the social, behavioral, cognitive,
and affective correlates of conflict management, little is known about why children respond to
conflicts in a certain way (Ojanen, Smith-Schrandt, & Gesten, 2013). A recent study by Ojanen,
Smith-Schrandt, and Gesten (2013) sought to address this gap in the literature. To this end, the
study used a hypothetical peer conflict situation at school to examine the associations between
children’s agentic (social influence, status, power) and communal (relationship, affiliation) goals
for peer interaction. A diverse sample of 367 boys and girls, who attended one of two elementary
schools in a large school district in the U.S. Southeast, participated in the study. The average age
of the participants was 9.9 years. Agentic goals were found to be positively associated with
children’s anger and aggressive strategies in peer conflicts, as well as low academic achievement
and low degrees of teacher-reported withdrawal/depression. Communal goals were found to be
positively associated with prosocial strategies, sadness, and embarrassment in conflicts, as well
as high achievement and fewer teacher-reported aggression, social problems, and
withdrawal/depression.
Students’ Perceptions of Other Teachers’ Approaches: Emergent Themes and Analysis
Another question posed to the majority of students interviewed is whether they’ve had
other educators whose approach to teaching was similar to Mr. Gardner’s. Students talk about
both their experience with educators at GEC and at prior schools. A variety of responses were
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given. Answers ranged from a simple “no” to students talking about specific teachers.
Microsystem emergent themes. Luke and Kimberlee cannot recall ever having an
educator with a similar approach to teaching as Mr. Gardner’s. In the past, there was one teacher
Sidney feels taught similarly to Mr. Gardner, but he is no longer at GEC. Charline specifically
mentions the interns from the University of Michigan, who worked with her on an individual
level, “I like the teacher students, they individually help me…I like that they helped you more,
break stuff down more for you.” Along with Mr. Gardner and Ms. White, the dance teacher,
Yolanda mentions several of the teachers at GEC she connects with. After a moment, Yolanda
decides, “I connect with all my teachers.” Yolanda believes the reason she is able to connect with
her teachers is because she reaches out to them, “I talk to them, each. In class, I go to them. I had
each of them teachers. I had Ms. Hanan. I had Ms. Ricky. I had Mr. Gardner, Ms. Rossini. I had
each of those teachers and we just connected.” Ms. Hanan, who is Langston’s English instructor
“Is like a parent,” calling him out when he needs it. Langston smiles as he gives me an example
of what he means. If he’s sleeping in class, she calls, “Langston, wake up.” If he swears, she’ll
say, “Langston.” It is because of Ms. Hanan’s respect for him, that Langston shows her the same.
Marvin recognizes that all of the teachers at GEC have their own approach and way of
connecting with students:
Honestly, I feel that Gardner is really the only teacher here that takes that approach in
teaching. But other teachers, all teachers have they own way of um, like trying to get to
their students. Some are happy go lucky fun, like Gardner. He talked, laughed. And, then
Ms. White, she talks, laughs, loves her. Ms. Hanan, she has a different approach but I
love her to death too…I love like all the teachers in here to be honest. Um, all of them
play a big part in my learning, in my progression when it comes to knowledge.
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Denzel gives me an example of how his experience in Mr. Gardner’s class was different from his
experiences in other schools:
At the other schools, like that debate class, you didn’t really have the opportunity to
express yourself. You didn’t have opportunities to express yourself like that. It was just a
big classroom–here go to work…You get one lesson about it. Do the work. Turn it in.
You get an A or you don’t. Here it was like, okay, well, we can talk about it. We had to
work too but he also graded us on our participation in the conversation. It was about the
communication stuff. At the other schools you don’t get the communication…That's
where you learn.
Marvin concisely sums up his educational experience prior to attending GEC, “Honestly, no.
Like, I was always good when it comes to grades and stuff like that, but they didn’t have the
approach I need to do my best. They just went on, put the papers out, okay.” Kimberlee also has
had similar experiences in other schools:
I mean most schools are kind of just, like, you have to be on this certain path. You have
to know like this certain amount of stuff and everything else that you know it doesn’t
matter. Like, you have to know trigonometry. You have to know algebra. You have to
know this type of history. Like, a bunch of things that you really don’t need, but they
basically just say that you need to know it…Other classes are more like I’ll teach you this,
then I’ll give you the work. You know, have a worksheet on it.
Microsystem analysis. In contrast to the student participants’ perceptions of their
experience of Mr. Gardner and some of the other teachers at GEC who took a student-centered
approach to teaching, some of the student participants’ perceptions of their experience with
educators prior to attending GEC reveals their distaste for a traditional teacher-centered approach
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to teaching that relies on rote learning and memorization, what Freire (1970) refers to as the
“banking concept of education” (see Chapter 1). Consequently, it appears a traditional teachercentered approach to teaching may function as a daily challenge/stressor that counters perceived
social supports in a student’s life and may also hinder the development of proximal processes
(see detailed discussion above and in Chapter 4).
Little is known about the relationship between teachers’ teaching and learning
approaches on students’ learning approaches from the student perspective, especially in
secondary education (Beausaert, Segers, & Wiltink, 2013). A cross-sectional study by Beausaert,
Segers, and Wiltink (2013) endeavored to address this gap in the literature. The authors predicted
that a student-centered approach to teaching would lead students to adopt a deep learning
approach, whereas a teacher-centered approach to teaching would lead students to adopt a
surface learning approach. A deep learning approach is associated with having an interest in the
learning task, a search for meaning in the task and integration of task aspects into a whole, and
the intrinsic motive to attain meaning and understanding. A surface learning approach is
associated with a disinterest in seeking a further understanding of the learning material and a
reliance on memorization and reproduction, and is driven by the extrinsic motive to obtain a
paper qualification or a reward. Data collected from 128 students were randomly selected from
two secondary schools in two different cities in the Netherlands by means of a questionnaire. To
ensure a representative sample of participants, students from different learning years, genders
and educational levels were included in the sample. In keeping with their predictions, Beausaert,
Segers, and Wiltink (2013) found that students who describe their teachers as more studentcentered were more likely to adopt a deep learning approach. In contrast, students who describe
their teachers as more teacher-centered were more likely to adopt a surface approach to learning.
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In other words, students’ perceptions of their teachers’ teaching predict their approaches to
learning.
An earlier study by Campbell et al. (2001), that included 490 secondary students from 24
classes in two high schools, found similar results. All 490 students completed a written
questionnaire on their approaches to learning. In addition, about four students from each of the
24 classes (n=92) were interviewed about their approaches to learning and perceptions of their
classroom environment, along with their teachers. Based on the results of the questionnaires, two
of the four students selected from each class used a deep approach to learning, while the other
two students used a surface approach to learning. Students and teachers were interviewed about
their perceptions of teaching and learning in the class. The purpose of the study was to determine
whether students with deep approaches generally perceive the same learning environments
differently from those with surface approaches, and whether some learning environments
influence students to perceive learning in ways that differ from those more typically generated by
the students’ current approaches to learning. Results of the interview data indicated that student
perceptions of the same learning environment differed depending on their approach to learning.
Accordingly, in classes with teachers who adopted a combination of student-centered active
learning strategies and teacher-directed transmission of information, the students with deep
approaches to learning recognized the learning potential of the constructivist elements of the
class, while students with surface approaches often lacked this understanding and remained
focused on classroom features related to the transmission and reproduction of information. In
addition, four of the classes that were significantly different from the norm showed that teaching
practice can impact upon students’ existing approaches to learning and possibly start to change
underlying modes of perception and operation. Furthermore, Campbell et al. (2001) noted that
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although the sample was limited, findings were consistent with other findings in the research
literature and therefore could be hypothesized to have a more general applicability.
Section II: Summary
Once again the words of one of the student participants, Yolanda, succinctly sum up the
students’ overall sentiments about whether they’ve ever had the type of educational experience
before that she’s had in Mr. Gardner’s class, “No, never. Mr. Gardner is one of a kind.” Other
teachers’ approaches to learning for some student participants have resembled Mr. Gardner’s
teaching style, while others never had anyone like Mr. Gardner, or describe their experience
similar to Denzel, who states, “You get one lesson about it. Do the work. Turn it in. You get an
A or you don’t.” Excluding the drama, student participants’ experiences at GEC can be
condensed into several attributes: size, easier, love/like, and care.
Conclusion
There were several objectives for this chapter: first, to describe each of the students in a
manner that clearly illustrates their individual characteristics; second, to represent the student
participants’ perceptions through both their narratives and emergent themes; third, to analyze the
student participants’ emergent themes through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems
theory and bioecological model of human development and Spencer’s phenomenological variant
of ecological systems theory, along with supporting literature. Above all, it was important that
the voices of Malcolm, Denzel, Kimberlee, Sydney, Charline, Luke, Langston, and Yolanda
would be heard. In the next chapter, the overall findings and conclusions are discussed.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

This concluding chapter reflects my perceptions and interpretation of the narratives of
nine student and eleven staff participants, my experiences in Mr. Gardner’s restorative justice
classes and while at Griffith Educational Center during the 2014–2015 academic year. In spite of
that, I fervently hope that the meanings student and staff participants ascribed to their
experiences in Mr. Gardner’s Restorative Justice classes and/or of GEC reflect their voices; for it
is through their perceptions and interpretations of their everyday experiences that we can come to
understand their reality.
What follows is a summary of the findings, a model of the students’ bioecological
systems that mirrors the staff and student participants’ emergent themes, in Figure 6.1, and then,
in Figure 6.2, the five basic components of Spencer’s PVEST and staff and student participants’
emergent themes as either student risk contributors/challenges, protective factors/social supports,
or reactive coping strategies/corrective problem-solving strategies. These are provided as a
reference for the discussion of the findings that follows. Next, the limitations of the study,
followed by implications and recommendations for theory, policy, practice, and future research
are discussed. Lastly, the chapter is closed with concluding remarks.
Summary of the Findings: Altered by Reality
What began as an endeavor to learn whether merging critical pedagogy and social justiceoriented civic engagement could contribute to adolescent development and prepare students to
participate in the civic life of society ultimately became about the complexity of the current
reality for children and adolescents in American society, especially youth put at risk by class,
race/ethnicity, demographic location, and/or gender.
Reality for children and youth in America, is situated within multiple levels of context,
shaped by a globalized economic system that promotes a neoliberal ideology, federal policies
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and practices, such as NCLB that impose a crude market model on a public system (Harvey,
2005; Ravitch, 2010; Saltman, 2012), dominant ideology blames people living in poverty for
their lot in life while ignoring the structural failings at the political, economic, and social levels
(Bauman & Tester, 2001; Giroux, 2004; Seattle Jobs Initiative, 2015; Phillips & Pittman, 2003;
Rank, 2004; Steinberg, 2014), the serious ramifications manifest themselves in the everyday
experiences of children and youth within the contexts of the home, neighborhood, school, peers,
church, and wider society. As a result of a globalized economic system that promotes a
neoliberal ideology and economic policies, for instance, American children have classroom
experiences constrained by standardized testing and accountability, pedagogy that lacks the
opportunity for students to critically examine their world from a position of agency, and a public
education system that is void of opportunities to engage in civic projects within their
neighborhoods and communities. Experiences of poverty, crime, violence, substance abuse,
discrimination, segregation, child abuse, family disruption, a lack of access to healthy foods,
substandard housing, adequate health care, a lack of resources in schools, and the not-so-hidden
societal messages are all consequences of the structural failings at the political, economic, and
social levels that put children and youth at risk.
The human developmental stage of adolescence adds another factor into the equation,
because during this stage the construction of the self, or identity formation, is a key task of
adolescent development, and also a determining factor throughout the course of life (Erikson,
1968; Nakulla & Toshalis, 2006; Spencer, 2008; Tatum, 1997; Umana-Taylor et al., 2014).
Unfortunately, America’s approach to raising adolescents is a mix of misunderstanding,
uncertainty, and contradiction, with unrealistic expectations from home, peers, school, church,
and wider society that are beyond an adolescent’s cognitive and emotional depths (Elkind, 1998,
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2001; Steinberg, 2014).
The decision to alter my study was not made lightly. First and foremost, the students’
resistance to engaging in meaningful dialogue, for me, signaled underlying issues and patterns of
behavior grounded in their “real world” experiences that culminated in their resistance to
engaging in meaningful dialogue, or academic disengagement altogether. This was reinforced by
my observations, perceptions, and experiences of/with the students in Mr. Gardner’s classroom
over the course of several months, and in consultation with Mr. Gardner, Mrs. Hale, and Dr.
Robbins, my committee chair. In addition, the circumstance warranted the question: Why did the
students in Mr. Gardner’s Restorative Justice classes resist engaging in meaningful dialogue or
were academically disengaged altogether? Subsequently, this study ultimately became about the
meanings student and staff participants ascribed to their experiences in Mr. Gardner’s classroom
and/or at GEC. However, to preserve the essence of this study’s original intent, the following
objectives guided my investigation: to learn from staff participants what they believe are the
challenges/barriers GEC students face to graduating and what challenges they face in supporting
GEC students’ efforts to graduate, to learn from student participants about their experience in Mr.
Gardner’s classroom and at GEC, and to learn from the students whether they had ever been
involved in a school-driven civic engagement project.
Concerns regarding the current state of public education in America and its relationship
to human agency, democracy, social justice, and cognitive, social, and emotional well-being and
development, and identity formation during adolescence were motivating factors for this study.
First, public education in America lacks a pedagogical approach that fosters youth voice and
public and civic missions/values, develops a sense of positive esteem, and, ultimately,
contributes to agency; second, public education is not geared to foster the cognitive, social, and

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

337

emotional well-being and development and identity formation during adolescence; third, public
education is not providing approaches to education that foster social justice and democracy;
fourth, public education has not been successful in altering the life trajectory for youth already
put at risk by class, race/ethnicity, demographic location, and/or gender.
Interestingly, the significance of this study did not change because the original intent was
not achieved, rather, this study confirms the need to create an educational environment and
experience that fosters a space for students to find their own voice, develop trusting relationships,
acquire a sense of belonging and feelings of connectedness to their schools and community,
support their cognitive, social, and emotional well-being and development, provide an
understanding about their role and responsibilities as citizens, and contribute to a more just
society.
The melding of critical ethnography and grounded theory approaches to collect and
analyze the data for this study resulted in six emergent themes and their sub-themes
(categories/sub-categories) that emerged naturally from the staff and student participants’
narratives. Staff participants’ emergent themes/sub-themes were staffs’ perceptions of students’
challenges/barriers (students’ life circumstances, future, societal messages, educational,
neighborhood/community, residents, district, home), staffs’ challenges with students (students’
history, academic disengagement, tied to neighborhood, academic abilities, cell phones,
emotional toll), and staffs’ cultural awareness/sensitivity (approach to discipline, need for Black
role models). Student participants’ emergent themes were students’ experience of Mr. Gardner
(attributes, approach to teaching), other teachers’ approaches, and students’ experience of GEC
(size, easier, love/like, drama, care).
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Staff and student participants’ emergent themes were analyzed through the lens of Urie
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and bioecological model of human development
and Margret Beale Spencer’s PVEST. As illustrated in Figure 6.1, student and staff participants’
emergent themes are represented within the appropriate Bronfenbrenner bioecological systems
level. They include chronosystem, teachers’ challenges (students’ history) and students’
challenges (future); macrosystem, students’ challenges (societal messages and educational);
exosystem, students’ barriers (neighborhood/community, residents, district); mesosystem,
interrelations and linkages among family, peers, school, and classroom; microsystem, GEC’s
students, teachers’ challenges (academic disengagement, tied to neighborhood, academic abilities,
cell phones, emotional toll), teachers’ cultural awareness/sensitivity (approach to discipline, need
for Black role models), students’ experience of Mr. Gardner (attributes, approach to learning),
other teachers’ approaches, and students’ experience of GEC (size, easier, love/like, drama, care).
Figure 6.2, depicts the staff and student participants’ emergent themes in relationship to the basic
components of Spencer’s PVEST. They include: students’ risk contributors/challenges (systemic
educational barriers, societal messages, neighborhood/community, district residents, school
district, home, future, students’ history); students’ protective factors/social supports (staff’s
cultural sensitivity, students’ experience of Mr. Gardner, students’ experience of GEC); and
students’ reactive coping strategies/stable coping responses (academic disengagement, tied to
neighborhood, academic abilities, cell phones, drama).
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Figure 6.1 Model of students' bioecological systems: Staff & student emergent themes
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Figure 6.2 Phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory: Staff & student emergent themes
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Discussion of the Findings
Taken together, Chapters 4 and Chapter 5 sketch a picture of the complexity of the
current reality that presses down upon youth such as Marvin, Malcolm, Denzel, Kimberlee,
Sydney, Charline, Luke, Langston, and Yolanda in America. As illustrated in Figure 6.1, the
enormity and breadth of contextual level forces (i.e., macrosystem, exosystem, mesosystem,
microsystem, chronosystem) consciously and unconsciously shaped/shape their daily lives and
influenced/influence brain, cognitive, social, and emotional well-being and development and
identity formation during this stage of their lives. Figure 6.2, demonstrates the stark reality of
overwhelming risk contributors/challenges (stress, dissonance), the protective factors/social
supports offered by Mr. Gardner and GEC’s staff, and the reactive coping strategies/corrective
problem-solving strategies (distractors) employed by GEC’s students to resolve the stress and
dissonance in their lives.
The findings lead to the following conclusions: first, Karl Marx’s notions of dialectal and
historical materialism are relevant; second, critical pedagogy and social justice education offer
opportunities for students to critically examine their world from a position of agency; third,
GEC’s students’ resistance to engaging in meaningful dialogue or academic disengagement
altogether, through the lens of resistance and PVEST, reflects the students’ resilience in the face
of adversity and the role of resistance in identity formation; fourth, public education in the U.S.
deprives students of the opportunities to learn through experience what it means to be socially
engaged citizens in a democratic and just society and their role within it; lastly, the social
environment plays a critical role in relationship to the process of identity formation during
adolescence.
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Marx’s Dialectical and Historical Materialism
Three of the staff participants’ sub themes-students’ history, emotional toll, and students’
future, bring to the forefront the relevance of Karl Marx’s notions of dialectical materialism and
historical materialism (see Chapter 1 for detailed discussion). In this instance, the students’
history (social existence and material life) plays a critical role in determining their consciousness
and behavior (i.e., academic disengagement, tied to neighborhood, academic abilities, cell
phones). The students’ behaviors can take an emotional toll on GEC’s staff, which in turn,
impacts their abilities to teach effectively (dialectical materialism). Ultimately, the reciprocal
nature of the students’ behaviors creates new conditions for social existence and material life
(students’ future). I look to Freire (1970), who, in quoting Marx, provides continuity to the
foregoing, “There is no historical reality which is not human. There is no history without men,
and no history for men; there is only history of men, made by men and (as Marx pointed out) in
turn making them” (p. 130).
Critical Pedagogy and Social Justice Education
The students’ perception of their experience in Mr. Gardner’s classroom highlights how
critical pedagogy and social justice education can foster a space for students to critically examine
their world from a position of agency and develop a critical awareness of the cultural, social, and
political influences that have shaped/shape their situation in life (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 2012).
This is evidenced by several of the sub-themes that emerged from the students’ narratives about
Mr. Gardner’s approach to teaching that include being open to students, not pressuring the
students, encouraging and valuing student opinions, and talking about what is relevant and
interesting to the students.
The student participants draw an important distinction between Mr. Gardner’s approach
to teaching and other teachers’ approaches. The two sub-themes that speak to the former are
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Gardner teaches and critical thinking. Mr. Gardner’s approach to teaching resembles Freire’s
(1970) dialogical, problem-posing concept of education wherein the teacher (problem-posing
educator), in this instance Mr. Gardner, with the students enters into dialogue as coconstructors/creators of knowledge, thus challenging both Mr. Gardner and the students to
critically think and engage in dialogue about the world.
The students’ experience of other teachers’ approaches to teaching, which stand in sharp
contrast to Mr. Gardner’s, resembles the dominant mode of education, or teacher-centered
approach to teaching that relies on rote learning and memorization, or what Freire calls the
“ banking mode of education.” Interestingly, the students recognized that other teachers’
approaches did not provide opportunities for the dialogue necessary to gain knowledge. Rather,
much to their dismay, other teachers used the teacher-centered approach.
The Foundation for Resistance: Resilience in the Face of Adversity
The original intent of this research project was to understand the meanings student
participants ascribe to their experience in Mr. Gardner’s class, whose teaching and learning
approach draws on social justice education and critical pedagogy, and the joint creation and
execution of a social justice-oriented civic engagement project; however, as the experience in Mr.
Gardner’s class unfolded, I came to realize that despite our efforts to engage the students in
meaningful dialogue, most of the students resisted or were academically disengaged altogether.
Though I was aware that the majority of the students in Mr. Gardner’s classes came from
families and neighborhoods plagued by poverty and social disadvantage and all that entails, I still
had expectations of them. Moreover, while I was able to identify the students’ resistance to
engaging in meaningful dialogue from a theoretical perspective during this time, it wasn’t until I
actually came to know the students in Mr. Gardner’s Restorative Justice classes, and personally
experience their resistance to engaging in meaningful dialogue and projects on a regular basis,
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that I understood that their behavior was not oppositional for the sake of opposition. Rather, their
resistance was the result of a pattern of behavior or stable coping responses grounded in the
students’ everyday experiences that they used as adaptive strategies to survive and cope with the
stress and dissonance in their lives. Thus, what may seem as maladaptive responses or resistance
toward engaging in meaningful dialogue and academics, in actuality, was a sign of the students’
resilience in the face of adversity. Put differently, the students used cell phones, iPods (music,
video), being tied to their neighborhoods, and/or drama as means of mental distraction or
corrective problem-solving strategies in response to the multiple risk contributors and stressors in
their lives. The repetitiveness of context-linked corrective problem-solving strategies such as
those used by the students became linked to stable coping response or their emergent identity/self
processes (Spencer, Dupree, & Hartmann, 1997).
The very fact that the focus of this study was altered because of the students’ resistance
(oppositional behavior) to engaging in meaningful dialogue and academics reaffirms Giroux’s
(2006) contention that, through the lens of resistance theory, we come to understand the causes
and meanings that undergird how youth experience education failure. Therefore, the students’
oppositional behavior, as a form of resistance, shifts from being seen as deviant and learned
helplessness to being understood as a form of behavior that reflects moral and political
indignation. That said, because Mr. Gardner opened the door for students to critically examine
their world and engage in dialogue in an environment of mutual respect and trust, I did
experience what I identify as the students’ moral and political indignation, not through the
students’ behavior per say, but in their attitudes and voiced opinions toward the social injustices
brought upon them and others like them because of their race, gender, demographic location,
and/or class.
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The Future of Democracy in America: The Absence of Civic Engagement Projects
Not only were civic engagement opportunities absent from student participants’
experiences in public education, thus far, what is especially alarming is that the students either
only had a sense of what civic engagement is, or had never even heard of the term before. And,
of the seven students I asked, only two recalled ever participating in a project outside school
during their elementary years. Of the two, one student weeded gardens, and the other student
cleaned out buildings. This begs the questions, “Why are civic engagement projects absent from
public education curriculum?” “What hope is there for the future of democracy in America, in
the absence of opportunities for students to learn, through experience, what it means to be
socially engaged citizens in a democratic and just society and their role within it? This finding
validates the criticisms leveled at the culture of public education in America, by educational
scholars Giroux (2012) and Saltman (2012), who contend that public education in America lacks
a broader public commitment to the public and civic missions/values of public schools that
would encourage the public to see that schools serve such functions as fostering a critical,
formative culture.
The Social Environment and Identity Formation
Along with changing our thinking about adolescent development/behavior, it is necessary
to examine the connection between context, identity formation and developmental processes,
especially for youth put at risk by class, race/ethnicity, demographic location, and/or gender.
Reality for Marvin, Malcolm, Denzel, Kimberlee, Sydney, Charline, Luke, Langston, and
Yolanda, from the staff participants’ perspective, leaves little to the imagination about the
students’ objective reality such as the challenges/barriers across multiple levels of contexts and
the ones created by students themselves (see Figure 6.1). The staff participants’ perceptions
about the challenges/barriers GEC’s students face to graduating, strengthen the following
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overlapping theoretical positions that informed this study: the influence of the macro-, exo-,
meso-, micro-, and chronosystem on the developing person (Bronfenbrenner, 1976; 1977; 1979;
1994; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
2006); the recognition that for the oppressed the crux is in becoming conscious of their
dehumanization, which is thwarted by the very structure of their own thought–a structure of
thought that has been shaped by the images and discourses of dominant forces–a reflection of the
internalized structures of external structures of oppression (Freire, 1970); and the realization that
throughout the life-course, human development is unavoidably shaped by both objective reality
and perception. Therefore, the meanings one attributes to their social encounters (i.e., their
perceptions) are ultimately determinative of life outcomes (Spencer, Dupree, & Hartmann, 1997).
Limitations
Even though this study was well grounded in the theoretical and qualitative literature,
there are limitations that should be acknowledged. First and foremost, as discussed in detail in
the methodology chapter, my lack of research experience and experience with this population of
youth limited my ability to foresee the obstacles that interfered with achieving the original intent
of this study. Second, when I began this study, I believed that I had a solid understanding of the
grounded theory approach. However, while in the process of writing the methodology chapter,
and while spending time with the literature, I realized that I hadn’t fully comprehended how to
apply the process of theoretical sampling as intended by Glaser and Strauss (1967). As proposed
by Glaser and Strauss (1967), theoretical sampling is a controlled process by which researchers
generate theory as it emerges from the data, through ongoing joint collection, coding, and
analysis, and deciding what data to collect next and where to find it. Although the process of
theoretical sampling seemed to naturally surface during data collection, coding, and analysis, I
had missed one very important aspect of theoretical sampling–the ongoing joint collection,
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coding, and analysis. The operative word being “joint.” Consequently, I did not maximize the
full benefits of theoretical sampling strategy, which may have produced different findings.
Finally, this study’s focus on American culture and education, the limited sample size of nine
students, the unique geographic location of GEC, the overall tenor of the school’s philosophy
and approaches to teaching and learning, the positive atmosphere, and the various circumstances
that precipitated GEC’s need for an alternative education program prevent it from being broadly
generalized.
In spite of this study’s limitations, the student participant narratives, coupled with the
eleven staff participant narratives, the length of time I spent with students and staff at GEC, and
the emergent themes grounded in the participants’ narratives, provide a solid foundation for
future studies with youth put at risk.
Implications and Recommendations
The findings of this study point to significant implications for educational theory, policy,
practice, and future research. First, resistance when viewed through the lens of resilience
provides a valuable theoretical lens for understanding and thinking about the relationship
between students put at-risk, schools and the broader society, and examining the behaviors
(corrective problem solving strategies) youth put at risk employ to resolve the stress and
dissonance in their lives. Second, the cumulative effects of one’s personal, cultural and historical
experiences/events within multiple contexts not only consciously and unconsciously shapes
one’s life but can have a detrimental and enduring impact on brain and cognitive development,
social and emotional development, and identity formation. Third, critical pedagogy and social
justice approaches provide a space for students to critically examine their world from a position
of agency and develop a critical awareness of the cultural, social, political and economic
influences that have shaped/shape their situation in life. Lastly, public education in America
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lacks opportunities that foster social and engaged citizenship. Another conclusion that can be
drawn from this study is that the reason why students in Mr. Gardner’s Restorative Justice
classes resisted engaging in meaningful dialogue and activities is because of their lived reality–a
lived reality plagued by poverty, drugs, violence, abuse, and social disadvantage. To add insult to
injury, American youth, especially poor White and minority youth, have grown up in a society
that discredits and disregards the reality of their lived experiences, histories, and cultures.
Consequently, adolescent youth such as Marvin, Malcolm, Denzel, Kimberlee, Sydney, Charline,
Luke, Langston, and Yolanda, in America, are put at risk by virtue of their social class,
race/ethnicity, geographic location, and/or gender.
As previously mentioned, staff participants were frustrated by the lack of parental interest
and involvement in their children's education. This begs the question: why weren’t the students’
parents interested and involved in their children’s education? Ms. Hale’s comment that the
students’ families have a lot of legal issues, poverty, violence, trauma, incarceration, and
untreated mental health issues that are pushed to the background offer some plausible reasons
why. The implication is that, as with the students, the parents’ lived experiences, histories, and
cultures has impacted their ability to be present in their children’s school life; therefore, the
reasons behind this phenomena must be examined, made visible, and addressed.
Before providing recommendations for theory, policy, practice, and future research
derived from the implications of the study findings and my experiences with students and staff at
GEC, I critically reflect on what I have learned as a result of my experiences and observations
of/with students and staff during my time at GEC.
I recall having multiple discussions throughout the past five years with my committee
chair, Dr. Robbins, about not being able to relate to the work of Henry Giroux. Although I
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understood and agreed with his premise and applauded his passion, I struggled; I struggled
because I could not relate to the anger, frustration, and contempt reflected in his words and the
bleak reality they exposed. This is no longer the case. Consider, for instance, Giroux’s (2012)
use of the term “disposable” in relationship to America’s treatment of poor White and minority
youth. He states:
Many poor minority youth are not just excluded from ‘the American dream’ but are
treated as utterly redundant and disposable–waste products of a society that no longer
considers them of any value. Such youth now experience a kind of social death as they
are pushed out of schools, denied job training opportunities, subject to rigorous modes of
surveillance and criminal sanctions, and viewed less as disadvantaged than as flawed
consumers and civic felons. Under such conditions matters of survival and disposability
become central to how we think about and imagine not just politics but the everyday
experience of poor White and minority youth. (Giroux, 2012, p. 5)
Exactly what happened in America that not only removed many poor White and minority
youth from the possibility of “the America Dream,” but also treated them as usable and
disposable? Giroux (2012) offers insight into how the neoliberal agenda impacted America’s
culture with respect to children and youth. Over the last 30 years, under the reign of
neoliberalism, the attack on the welfare state has virtually eliminated the social protections
(social contract) that once made it possible for children and youth to have hopes and dreams for
their future, namely: the defunding of public schools and colleges, the dismantling of jobcreating programs for youth, and the elimination of necessary social protections, especially for
poor and minority youth. At the same time, the corporatization of public education in America
has turned youth into market commodities, under siege by an expanding global consumer society
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that dehumanizes and exploits them (Giroux, 2012). Rather, as Giroux (2012) puts it, “The
politics of disposability ruthlessly puts money and profits ahead of human needs” (p. 18).
Reflect on Ms. Hale’s comments about the district’s reaction to GEC’s Michigan Merit
Examination (MME) scores:
As long as I was bringing in the bacon, they left me alone. Now, it’s not about the bacon.
The game changed…When I came in that's what my charge was. And the way I could
sleep at night given that my staff had such a horrible contract…The way I could sleep at
night is that we were really trying to improve instruction…I want to do what’s best for
my kids. And basically I have been able to do that…Now we’re under the microscope.
Also give thought to the fact that GEC was closed at the end of the 2014–2015 school
year. What message did Griffith School District convey to the students by closing the school?
How did the closing of GEC impact the students’ perception of themselves? What might the
students now further think about formal schooling since they were tossed aside yet again? Where
did the students go? Were other schools willing to accept them? If not, what will happen to the
students? What does the future hold for an adolescent who has not received a high school
diploma, who does not have the resources or opportunities to pursue other options? Taken
together, the connection between neoliberal education reform and Giroux’s use of the term
“disposable youth” becomes succinctly clear.
Sadly, because of this study, I realized that Giroux’s (2012) use of the term “disposable
youth” best describes the lived reality of the majority of GEC’s students and the treatment of
GEC’s students and staff by the school’s district, as well as surrounding community. One could
even add the nation and federal government, as students like the ones in this study get
systematically excluded from key spheres of the community, as education policy continues to
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undermine public schools like GEC, while redirecting ever more political energy and economic
resources to charter schools, standardization and, ultimately, a thinly veiled process of
privatizing (and thus de-democratizing) schools that serve primarily poor children and children
of color.
Reflect on the following aspects of the students’ lives and consequences of NCLB that
directly and indirectly affected the educational experience of GEC’s students and staff.
•

The majority of GEC’s students came from impoverished families and communities; had
either witnessed or been the victim of violent crime or other traumatic experiences; been
expelled or asked to leave previous school(s) or referred to GEC for other reasons; and/or
previously dropped out of school altogether.

•

Some of the students had experienced homelessness at some point in their lives, been in
juvenile detention, lived in foster care, been arrested, had a parent that was incarcerated
or deceased, were parents themselves, been physically or sexually abused, neglected,
and/or exposed to drugs or used drugs themselves.

•

The school district not providing resources for students with an individual education plan,
transportation, and athletics or after school clubs.

•

GEC’s administrators, teachers, and school staff were the lowest paid in the district.

•

Residents immediately surrounding the school had negative attitudes toward GEC’s
students.

•

The superintendent’s letter to the school district wherein he suggests that the reason the
district’s Michigan Department of Education’s School Accountability Scorecards reflect
the lowest possible score (red) the result of both the students with disabilities
participating in Post-High School and Griffith Educational Center.

•

The closing of GEC at the end of the 2014-2015 school year.
It is evident from the foregoing that, as a society, America has failed miserably at

protecting and providing “all” of its children and youth even the most basic of needs (i.e., food,
shelter, safety), let alone the possibility to realize their fullest potential and achieve social
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mobility. We can no longer continue to ignore the structural failings at the political, economic,
and social levels (Bauman & Tester, 2001; Giroux, 2004; Rank, 2004) that impact children and
youth put at risk because of their social class, race/ethnicity, demographic location, and/or
gender. Every child/youth, by virtue of their existence, deserves the resources, services and
opportunities necessary to develop to their fullest potential, but to quote the Declaration of the
Rights of the Child of 1959, regardless of regard for race, nationality or creed, “Humankind owes
to the Child the best that it has to give” (as cited in United Nations: Documents, 2016, “1386
(XIV). Declaration of the Rights of the Child” para. 5).
We must ask ourselves: As adults in a democratic society, what are the moral obligations
we have to children and youth? If we can agree that the translation of “justice” is the
“responsibility for” and that a just society is a moral society, therefore we have an ethical
obligation to be morally sensitive to the needs of others and perpetually vigilant in addressing
injustices (Bauman & Tester, 2001); democracy is a moral and ethical ideal that must be
embodied in everyday practices, as a reflective faith in the capacity of all human beings and as
forever faced with the task of creating and recreating itself (Bernstein, 2000); a society violates
this basic principle of democracy when a human being is treated unequally and arbitrarily with
regard to education, economic opportunity, administration of justice, rights and responsibilities,
or access to social rewards and honors (Counts, 1949), then it logically follows that as a society,
America has not fulfilled either the moral obligations it has to children and youth, nor ethical
commitment to the future. Consequently, we must also ask ourselves: What does this say about
our democracy? Can we even say we have a democracy?
As previously discussed in Chapter 2, Giroux (1983; 1988; 2012) maintains that the crisis
of public values and education in America today is a crisis born out of the neoliberal ideology
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that continues to shape public policies that foster a market-driven economy, push democracy to
its vanishing point, and undermine public values. Consequently, educators and students alike are
subjected to a form of “bare” or “stripped-down pedagogy” that is void of critical thinking,
reflection, creativity, dialogue, and debate, thus extinguishing any possibility for critical or
emancipatory possibilities for making democracy meaningful and substantive or schools as
democratic public spheres. Thus, once the symbol of hope for the future, American youth are
being redefined and constructed in relation to a future that is devoid of moral and political
obligations of citizenship, social responsibility and democracy (Giroux, 2012).
The ominous warning Giroux foretells about the future of democracy in America is not
just the criticisms of a radical thinker but more importantly documented observations of the dire
circumstances that exist today. Circumstances reflected in the following excerpts from student
narratives reveal the mind numbing approaches to teaching and learning Giroux (2012) speaks
of:
•

They don’t actually try to communicate or actually stand up, and actually teach the
lesson. They just like, explain it, slap a worksheet in front of you, here do that.

•

At the other schools, like that debate class, you didn’t really have the opportunity to
express yourself. You didn’t have opportunities to express yourself like that. It was just a
big classroom–here go to work…You get one lesson about it. Do the work. Turn it in.
You get an A or you don’t…At the other schools you don’t get the
communication…That's where you learn [sic].

•

Other classes are more like I’ll teach you this, then I’ll give you the work. You know,
have a worksheet on it.

The students’ responses to my question about whether they had ever been involved in a civic
engagement project also support Giroux’s contention. Of the nine students I interviewed, only
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three had a vague sense of what civic engagement meant, while the other six students had never
heard of civic engagement before.
Thus, the findings of this study bring me full circle. And, once again, I argue several
problems with public education in America today become clear. First, public education in
America lacks a pedagogical approach that fosters youth voice and public and civic
missions/values, develops a sense of positive esteem, and, ultimately, contributes to agency.
Second, public education is not geared to foster the cognitive, social, and emotional well-being
and development of the child. Third, public education is not providing approaches to education
that foster social justice and democracy. Fourth, public education has not been successful in
altering the life trajectory for youth already put at risk by class, race/ethnicity, demographic
location, and/or gender, despite the public rhetoric around and stated intent of education reform
like NCLB and RTTT.
That said, education alone cannot solve the social ills that disproportionately plague lowincome children and youth of color and their families in America. However, we must ask
ourselves: What role should schooling play toward a more just and democratic society? How can
schooling contribute to adolescent cognitive, social, and emotional well-being and development?
What educational philosophy(ies) and approach(es) to teaching and learning have the potential to
foster a space for students to critically examine their world from a position of agency and
develop a critical awareness of the cultural, social, and political influences that have
shaped/shape their situation in life, and social and engaged citizenship?
To this end, recommendations for theory, policy, practice, and future research derived
from the implications of the study findings under the appropriate macrosystem, exosystem, and
microsystem level follow, respectively.
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Macrosystem Level: Recommendations
Theory of Education
•

Found in principles of human dignity, democracy, and social justice.

•

Integrate elements of resistance theory, critical pedagogy, bioecological model of human
development, and phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory.

•

Complement the process(es) of identity formation during adolescence, with specific
consideration for youth put at risk.
Educational Policy
•

Address systemic educational barriers created by NCLB that impede the ability of
youth put at risk to successfully navigate their K-12 school years.

•

Provide funding for intervention services such as tutoring and/or counseling for
students identified as put at risk by race, social class, ethnicity, gender and/or
sexual orientation.

•

Curriculum development founded on principles of critical pedagogy.

•

Ensure age-appropriate civic engagement opportunities for students.

•

Rethink what it means to be an adolescent and how public education and
educators can support through this stage in their life.

•

Provide funding for healthcare, dental, and mental health services within
communities.

•

Work with businesses to provide affordable healthy food choices within
communities.

•

Provide funding for intervention services such as counseling for parents/guardians
of students identified as put at risk by race, social class, ethnicity, gender and/or
sexual orientation.

Exosystem Level: Recommendations
Community School District
•

Build a coalition of representatives from school staff and students, students’
family members, community members, members from local churches and
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businesses, and local colleges and universities to address student and community
needs.
•

Ongoing community outreach.

•

Develop family outreach policies, procedures, and programs that foster
parental/guardian interest and involvement in their child(ren’s) education and
school district.

Microsystem Level: Recommendations
Educational Practice
•

Student-centered teaching approach that encourages and values student voice,
incorporates what is relevant and interesting to students, and asks students to
critically think and dialogue about their world.

•

Curriculum development that incorporates projects that connect students with the
“real world” through experience, dialogue, critical reflection, action, and
resistance in the hope of positive transformation of their immediate, if not wider,
communities.

•

Opportunities for educators and school staff working with disenfranchised and
marginalized youth to reflect on and dialogue about their experience with the
students.

Further Research
•

Examine resistant behavior(s) of adolescent students through the lens of resilience
using a framework that emphasizes and integrates resistance theory,
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory of human development and
Spencer’s PVEST.

•

Explore the impact of a critical pedagogy and social justice approaches to
education on the social and emotional development and identity formation of
adolescent students.

•

Develop research goals that are congruent with the developmental age and
population of the students.

•

Examine the nature of parent/school relationships in an effort to expose the ways
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in which parents of children and youth put at risk are equally dismissed and
understood by the schools their children attend.
Concluding Remarks
This study called into question the neoliberal rhetoric that undermines public education in
America and governs the federal policies and practices such as the NCLB Act of 2001 and Race
to the Top that promised the disadvantaged would not be left behind. For GEC’s students, whose
entire academic experience thus far has been dictated by the mandates of NCLB, the current
culture of public education in America is the antithesis of everything NCLB set out to achieve,
the consequences of which has not only effectively limited the students’ possibilities to realize
their fullest potential and achieve social mobility but also blamed them in the process. The
school’s closing at the end of the 2014-2015 school year reinforced that poor White and minority
youth are disposable commodities whose limited use had been deemed no longer of value to the
school district.
The majority of the youth I came to know while at GEC understand what it means to
grow up in poverty and social disadvantage because they’ve lived it every day of their lives, yet
still took pleasure from their humor, music, and clothing, playing basketball, dancing, rapping in
each other’s ears, or just hanging with their friends. Their resilience in the face of adversity
amazed me. Moreover, students who were not academically engaged still came to school. They
came because they wanted an education, and for that period of time in their day, they were safe,
provided a meal, could hang with their friends, and were surrounded by caring adults.
The image Ms. Hale creates with her description of the GEC’s student population bears
repeating:
These kids are largely impoverished, but not all of them. They are clearly to me invisible,
throwaway, too difficult to attempt to work with. They’ve been judged, they’ve been

VOICES OF THE INVISIBLE

358

juried, and not in any meaningful or useful way. Misunderstood, a huge amount of
misunderstood kids.
This study reflects the truth of her words, and at the same time America’s apathy and disregard
for this population of youth. Clearly, the impoverished must be nourished, those most vulnerable
and in need of protection and care must be protected and cared for; the invisible must be made
visible; the misunderstood must be understood.
Once again, I quote John Dewey’s (1939) essay, “Creative Democracy – The Task
Before Us,” and argue that his words remain as relevant today as they were in 1939 at the time
he wrote them:
At the present time, the frontier is moral, not physical [as it was during the pioneer stage
of American life] …Unused resources are now human rather than material. They are
found in the waste of grown men and women who are without the chance to work, and in
the young men and young women who find doors closed where there was once
opportunity. The crisis that one hundred and fifty years ago called out social and political
inventiveness is with us in a form which puts a heavier demand on human creativeness.
(p. 225)
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Appendix H: Alternate Student Assent Form
Project Title: Listening to Voices of Youth Put At-Risk: Experiencing Resistance, Critical Pedagogy,
Education for Social Justice, and Civic Engagement Through the Lens of Youth Put At-Risk
Investigator: Lena Boraggina-Ballard, Eastern Michigan University
You are invited to take part in a research study of how students experience classrooms guided by critical
teaching and social justice, and as part of a civic engagement project.
The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding from students about their classroom and civic
engagement project experiences at Tri-County Education Center, and the meanings and feelings you give
to those experiences.
Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to take part in
the study.
What I will ask you to do: If you agree to be in this study, what you share during an interview, as well as
my observations may be used in my dissertation study. The study will begin during Tri-County High
School's Second Term (November 2014 through mid-January 2015). Interviews will take place during the
months of January and February 2015. All interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. All
interviews will take place at the school and should last approximately 90 minutes.
Risks: I do not anticipate any risks to you participating in this study other than those encountered in dayto-day life.
Benefits: You are not likely to benefit from participating in this study, other than the opportunity to share
your views.
Taking part is voluntary: Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You can refuse to
participate in this study now or at any time. You can choose to participate and then, at any time during the
study, choose to stop participating. Your parents will also be asked to give permission for you to
participate. Even if your parents let you participate, you can still refuse to participate. During an
interview, you may skip any questions that you do not want to answer.
Your answers will be confidential: The records of this study will be kept private. Your participation and
contributions to this study will be kept confidential. Your names and identities will not be linked to any
written report or published material. Research records will be kept in a locked file and electronic data will
be stored on a password-protected computer; only I will have access to the records. After completion of
the dissertation project, all audio recordings will be destroyed.
After assent/consent is given, all participants will be assigned a study ID number. All assent/consent
forms, audio recordings (one-on-one interviews), and transcripts will be identified with the same study ID
number. Similarly, all classroom audio recordings will be identified using the date of the taping. At the
time of transcription, all study ID numbers will be assigned a fictitious name.
Other groups may have access to your research information for quality control or safety purposes. These
Approved by the Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects Review Committee
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Study Approval Dates: 12/10/14 – 11/19/15
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groups include the University Human Subjects Review Committee, the Office of Research Development,
the sponsor of the research, or federal and state agencies that oversee the review of research. The
University Human Subjects Review Committee is responsible for the safety and protection of people who
participate in research studies.
If you have questions: If you have any questions concerning your participation in this study now or in
the future, please contact Lena Boraggina-Ballard at lballar2@emich.edu or at 734-925-0812. You will be
given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
For questions about your rights as a research subject, contact the Eastern Michigan University Human
Subjects Review Committee at human.subjects@emich.edu or by phone at 734-487-3090.
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Statement of Assent: By signing below, you indicate that you have read this form, that all of your
questions have been answered to your satisfaction, and that you agree to participate in this research study.
Signatures
Name of Participant (print): _______________________________________________________
Signature of Participant: _________________________________ Date: _____________
Signature of Investigator(s): _______________________________ Date: _____________
I agree to be AUDIO recorded:
Yes ___ No ___ during an interview
Name of Participant (print): _______________________________________________________
Signature of Participant: _________________________________ Date: _____________
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form (Student)

Appendix G: Alternate Informed Consent Form (Student)
Project Title: Listening to Voices of Youth Put At-Risk: Experiencing Resistance, Critical Pedagogy,
Education for Social Justice, and Civic Engagement Through the Lens of Youth Put At-Risk
Investigator: Lena Boraggina-Ballard, Eastern Michigan University
You are invited to take part in a research study of how students experience classrooms guided by critical
teaching and social justice, and as part of a civic engagement project.
The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding from students about their classroom and civic
engagement project experiences at Tri-County Education Center, and the meanings and feelings you give
to those experiences.
Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to take part in
the study.
What I will ask you to do: If you agree to be in this study, what you share during an interview, as well as
my observations may be used in my dissertation study. The study will begin during Tri-County High
School's Second Term (November 2014 through mid-January 2015). Interviews will take place during the
months of January and February 2015. All interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. All
interviews will take place at the school and should last approximately 90 minutes.
Risks: I do not anticipate any risks to you participating in this study other than those encountered in dayto-day life.
Benefits: You are not likely to benefit from participating in this study, other than the opportunity to share
your views.
Taking part is voluntary: Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You can refuse to participate in this
study now or at any time. You can choose to participate and then, at any time during the study, choose to stop
participating. During an interview, you may skip any questions that you do not want to answer.

Your answers will be confidential: The records of this study will be kept private. Your participation and
contributions to this study will be kept confidential. Your names and identities will not be linked to any
written report or published material. Research records will be kept in a locked file and electronic data will
be stored on a password-protected computer; only I will have access to the records. After completion of
the dissertation project, all audio recordings will be destroyed.
After assent/consent is given, all participants will be assigned a study ID number. All assent/consent
forms, audio recordings (one-on-one interviews), and transcripts will be identified with the same study ID
number. At the time of transcription, all study ID numbers will be assigned a fictitious name.
Other groups may have access to your research information for quality control or safety purposes. These
groups include the University Human Subjects Review Committee, the Office of Research Development,
the sponsor of the research, or federal and state agencies that oversee the review of research. The
University Human Subjects Review Committee is responsible for the safety and protection of people who
participate in research studies.
If you have questions: If you have any questions concerning your participation in this study now or in
the future, please contact Lena Boraggina-Ballard at lballar2@emich.edu or at 734-925-0812. You will be
given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
Approved by the Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects Review Committee
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For questions about your rights as a research subject, contact the Eastern Michigan University Human
Subjects Review Committee at human.subjects@emich.edu or by phone at 734-487-3090.
Statement of Consent: By signing below, you indicate that you have read this form, that all of your
questions have been answered to your satisfaction, and that you agree to participate in this research study.
Signatures
Name of Participant (print): _______________________________________________________
Signature of Participant: _________________________________ Date: _____________
Signature of Investigator(s): _______________________________ Date: _____________
I agree to be AUDIO recorded:
Yes ___ No ___ during an interview
Name of Participant (print): _______________________________________________________
Signature of Participant: _________________________________ Date: _____________

Approved by the Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects Review Committee
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Appendix C: Informed Consent Form (Parent)
Appendix I: Alternate Informed Consent Form (Parent)
Project Title: Listening to Voices of Youth Put At-Risk: Experiencing Resistance, Critical Pedagogy,
Education for Social Justice, and Civic Engagement Through the Lens of Youth Put At-Risk
Investigator: Lena Boraggina-Ballard, Eastern Michigan University
Your child is invited to be in a research study about their experiences at Tri-County High School. I am asking
that your child take part because your child is in the age group I want to study.
The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding from students about their classroom and civic

engagement project experiences at Tri-County Education Center, and the meanings and feelings they give
to those experiences.
Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to allow your child
to take part in the study.
What I will ask your child to do: If you agree to allow your child to take part in this study, what your child
shares during an interview, as well as my observations may be used in my dissertation study. The study will
begin during Tri-County High School's Second Term (November 2014 through mid-January 2015). Interviews
will take place during the months of January and February 2015. All interviews will be audio recorded and
transcribed verbatim. All interviews will take place at the school and should last approximately 90 minutes.
Risks and benefits: I do not anticipate any risks to your child as a result of participating in this study other
than those encountered in day-to-day life. Your child is not likely to benefit from participating in this study,
other than the opportunity to share his/her views.
Your child’s participation is voluntary: Your child’s participation in this study is completely voluntary. You
can refuse to allow your child to participate in this study now or at any time. You can choose to allow your
child to participate and then, at any time during the study, choose to have your child stop participating. Even if
you agree to let your child participate, your child can still refuse to participate. During the interview, your
child may skip any questions that he/she does not want to answer.
Your child’s answers will be confidential: The records of this study will be kept private. Your child’s
participation and contributions to this study will be kept confidential. Your child’s name and identity will not
be linked to any written report or published material. Research records will be kept in a locked file and
electronic data will be stored on a password-protected computer; only I will have access to the records. After
completion of the dissertation project, all audio recordings will be destroyed.
After assent/consent is given, all participants will be assigned a study ID number. All assent/consent forms,
audio recordings (one-on-one interviews), and transcripts will be identified with the same study ID number.
Similarly, all classroom audio recordings will be identified using the date of the taping. At the time of
transcription, all study ID numbers will be assigned a fictitious name.
Other groups may have access to your research information for quality control or safety purposes. These
groups include the University Human Subjects Review Committee, the Office of Research Development, the
sponsor of the research, or federal and state agencies that oversee the review of research. The University
Human Subjects Review Committee is responsible for the safety and protection of people who participate in
research studies.
If you have questions: The researcher for this study is Lena Boraggina-Ballard. You may reach her at 734Approved by the Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects Review Committee
UHSRC Protocol Number: 679107-2
Study Approval Dates: 12/10/14 – 11/19/15
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925-0812, or lballar2@emich.edu. Please feel free to ask any questions you have now, or at any point in the
future. You will be given a copy of this consent form for your records.
For questions about your rights as a research subject, contact the Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects
Review Committee at human.subjects@emich.edu or by phone at 734-487-3090.
Statement of Consent: By signing below, you indicate that you have read this form, that all of your questions
have been answered to your satisfaction, and that you agree to allow your child to participate in this research
study.
Name of Child (print): _______________________________________________________
Signature of Parent or Guardian: _________________________________

Date: _____________

Signature of Investigator(s): _______________________________ Date: _____________
I agree to allow my child to be AUDIO recorded:
Yes ___ No ___ during an interview
Name of Child (print): _______________________________________________________
Signature of Parent or Guardian: _________________________________
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Appendix D: Informed Consent Form (Staff)
Appendix E: Informed Consent Form (Staff)
Protocol Title: Listening to Voices of Youth Put At-Risk: Experiencing Resistance, Critical Pedagogy,
Education for Social Justice, and Civic Engagement Through the Lens of Youth Put At-Risk
Investigator: Lena Boraggina-Ballard, Eastern Michigan University
Please read this consent document carefully before you decide to participate in this study.
Purpose of the research study: The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding from students
about their classroom and civic engagement project experiences at Tri-County Education Center, and the
meanings and feelings students give to those experiences.
What I will ask you to do: Staff participants will be asked to answer open-ended questions related to their role as a
staff member at Tri-County High School. Answers will be audio recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed to
identify common patterns and themes in responses. Interviews will begin during Tri-County High School's

Second Term (November 2014 through mid-January 2015), and continue through the school’s Third
Term, which ends in March 2015. Staff interviews will take place at the school or at an agreed to
predetermined place and time.
Time required: 90 minutes
Risks and Benefits: I do not anticipate any risks to you participating in this study other than those
encountered in day-to-day life. You are not likely to benefit from participating in this study, other than the
opportunity to share your views.
Confidential: The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report I make public I will not
include any information that will make it possible to identify you. Research records will be kept in a
locked file at researchers home office and electronic data will be stored on a password-protected
computer; only I will have access to the records. After completion of the dissertation project, all audio
recordings will be destroyed.
After consent is given, all participants will be assigned a study ID number. All consent forms, audio
recordings (one-on-one interviews), and transcripts will be identified with the same study ID number. At
the time of transcription, all study ID numbers will be assigned a fictitious name.
Other groups may have access to your research information for quality control or safety purposes. These
groups include the University Human Subjects Review Committee, the Office of Research Development,
the sponsor of the research, or federal and state agencies that oversee the review of research. The
University Human Subjects Review Committee is responsible for the safety and protection of people who
participate in research studies.
Voluntary participation: Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. There is no penalty for
not participating. You may also refuse to answer any of the questions I ask you.
Right to withdraw from the study: Participants may withdraw from the study at anytime without
consequence.
Approved by the Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects Review Committee
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If you have questions: If you have any questions concerning your participation in this study now or in
the future, please contact Lena Boraggina-Ballard at lballar2@emich.edu or at 734-925-0812. You will be
given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
For questions about your rights as a research subject, contact the Eastern Michigan University Human
Subjects Review Committee at human.subjects@emich.edu or by phone at 734-487-3090.
_____________________________________________________________________________________
Statement of Consent: I have read or had read to me all of the above information, and have received
answers to any questions I asked. I consent to take part in the study.
Signatures
Name of Participant (print): _______________________________________________________
Signature of Participant: _________________________________ Date: _____________
Signature of Investigator(s): _______________________________ Date: _____________
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Appendix E: Student Interview Questions
Prior to beginning each interview I will remind the participant that if at anytime they are not
comfortable with responding to any of the questions or wish to stop, please let me know and I
will go to the next question or we can discontinue the interview.
•

Tell me about yourself. For example, where you’re from, about your family, friends,
community, and school.

•

How have you come to be here at Tri-County’s Alternative School?

•

Is Tri-County Alternative School different from other school(s) you have attended? If so,
can you give me some examples of how it differs?

•

Have you ever had Mr. Smith for a teacher? If so, tell me about your experience in Mr.
Smith’s classroom? Is your experience in Mr. Smith’s classroom different from other
classrooms? If so, can you describe some examples for me?

•

Have you ever been involved in a civic engagement project(s) here at Tri-County? If so,
can you give some examples of your experience(s) with civic engagement and what the
experience(s) was like for you?
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Appendix F: Staff Interview Questions
Prior to beginning each interview I will remind the participant that if at anytime they are not
comfortable with responding to any of the questions or wish to stop, please let me know and I
will go to the next question or we can discontinue the interview.
•

Tell me about yourself.

•

Tell me about your experience(s) as an educator prior to working at Tri-County High
School.

•

Tell me about your experience here at Tri-County High School.

•

Tell me about your interactions with the students.

•

Tell me what you think some of the challenges/barriers you/students face to graduating.
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RESEARCH @ EMU
UHSRC Determination:

EXPEDITED CONTINUING REVIEW APPROVAL

DATE:

October 25, 2015

TO:

Lena Boraggina-Ballard, BSW, MSW
Eastern Michigan University

Re:

UHSRC: # 679107-3
Category: Expedited
Approval Date: October 25, 2015
Expiration Date: November 19, 2016

Title:

The Voices of Youth Put At-Risk: Experiencing Resistance, Critical Pedagogy,
Education for Social Justice, and Civic Engagement Through the Lens of Youth Put At
Risk

Your research project, entitled The Voices of Youth Put At-Risk: Experiencing Resistance, Critical
Pedagogy, Education for Social Justice, and Civic Engagement Through the Lens of Youth Put At
Risk, has been approved in accordance with all applicable federal regulations.
This approval includes the following:
1. Enrollment of subjects to participate in the approved protocol - CLOSED to enrollment
2. Analysis of identifiable data.
Renewals: This approval is valid for one year and expires on November 19, 2016. If you plan to continue
your study beyond November 19, 2016, you must submit a Continuing Review Form by October 20, 2016
to ensure the approval does not lapse.
Modifications: All changes must be approved prior to implementation. If you plan to make any minor
changes, you must submit a Minor Modification Form. For any changes that alter study design or any
study instruments, you must submit a Human Subjects Approval Request Form. These forms are
available through IRBNet on the UHSRC website.
Problems: All major deviations from the reviewed protocol, unanticipated problems, adverse events,
subject complaints, or other problems that may increase the risk to human subjects or change the
category of review must be reported to the UHSRC via an Event Report form, available through IRBNet
on the UHSRC website
Follow-up: If your Expedited research project is not completed and closed after three years, the UHSRC
office requires a new Human Subjects Approval Request Form prior to approving a continuation
beyond three years.
Please use the UHSRC number listed above on any forms submitted that relate to this project, or on any
correspondence with the UHSRC office.
Good luck in your research. If we can be of further assistance, please contact us at 734-487-3090 or via
e-mail at human.subjects@emich.edu. Thank you for your cooperation.

Sincerely,
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RESEARCH @ EMU
UHSRC Determination:

EXPEDITED MODIFICATION APPROVAL

DATE:

December 11, 2014

TO:

Lena Boraggina-Ballard, BSW, MSW
Eastern Michigan University

Re:

UHSRC: # 679107-2
Category: Expedited
Approval Date: December 10, 2014
Expiration Date: November 19, 2015

Title:

The Voices of Youth Put At-Risk: Experiencing Resistance, Critical Pedagogy,
Education for Social Justice, and Civic Engagement Through the Lens of Youth Put At
Risk

Your requested modifications for the project entitled The Voices of Youth Put At-Risk: Experiencing
Resistance, Critical Pedagogy, Education for Social Justice, and Civic Engagement Through the
Lens of Youth Put At Risk have been approved in accordance with all applicable federal regulations.
This approval includes the following: [list modifications here; remove suggestions below as applicable]
1. Interview students at the school outside of the classroom currently under study using modified
student interview questions and the appropirate consent and assent forms that reflect these
modifications.
2. Use of the additional study measures: Appendix J: Alternative Proposed Student Interview
Questions.
3. Use of the modified stamped recruitment materials: NA
4. Use of the modified stamped: Appendix I (Alternate Informed Consent - Parent); Appendix G
(Alternate Informed Consent - Student); Appendix H (Alternate Student Assent Form).
Renewals: This approval does not change the original expiration date. This study expires on November
19, 2015. If you plan to continue your study beyond November 19, 2015, you must submit a Continuing
Review Form by October 20, 2015 to ensure the approval does not lapse.
Modifications: All additional changes must be approved prior to implementation. If you plan to make any
minor changes, you must submit a Minor Modification Form. For any changes that alter study design or
any study instruments, you must submit a Human Subjects Approval Request Form. These forms are
available through IRBNet on the UHSRC website.
Problems: All major deviations from the reviewed protocol, unanticipated problems, adverse events,
subject complaints, or other problems that may increase the risk to human subjects or change the
category of review must be reported to the UHSRC via an Event Report form, available through IRBNet
on the UHSRC website
Follow-up: If your Expedited research project is not completed and closed after three years, the UHSRC
office requires a new Human Subjects Approval Request Form prior to approving a continuation
beyond three years.
Please use the UHSRC number listed above on any forms submitted that relate to this project, or on any
correspondence with the UHSRC office.
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